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Summary 
 
The present research aims at providing new understandings about the early phase of inter-firm 
knowledge sharing process, also known as the “awareness” phase, during which organization 
members come to know about some knowledge that would be advantageous to transfer. 
Because of the increasing importance of knowledge in organization, it has become vital for 
executives to design and spread in their companies some processes that would improve and 
facilitate knowledge detection and sharing among organization members. 
Knowledge sharing issues, and more specifically knowledge transfer issues, have been closely 
examined by scholars. However, little attention has been paid to the “awareness” stage or to 
the knowledge accessed or developed during this process. Emphasis is placed upon the need 
to define a clear framework of this awareness process and of knowledge developed or 
accessed during this process to propose useful implications to executives and employees. 
The exploratory nature of this research leads to the selection of a case-study methodology 
known as the Critical Incident Technique. Data is mostly collected through a series of 2 to 3 
hours interviews with seven senior managers of a French newspaper company, LA VOIX DU 
NORD GROUP. 15 Critical Incidents emerge from the data collection and are studied through 
two units of analysis (#1 Discrete critical event or behaviour of the knowledge seeker and # 2 
Discrete exchange or written material that are evoked within a Critical Incident and 
containing knowledge whose existence helps the process progress).  The analysis of the 
Critical Incidents suggests that the awareness process is actually constituted of four elements 
that have to be developed by individuals before initiating a transfer: the awareness of a 
transferable knowledge, the awareness of a need, understanding of the importance of the need 
and understanding the usefulness of some transferable knowledge toward that need.  These 
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four elements follow are gradually developed in parallel. External factors as well as internal 
cause-and-effects links occurring between the four elements can influence their development. 
The study of the Critical Incidents also reveals that the knowledge accessed or developed 
during the awareness stage can be separated into two categories according to the element 
constituting the awareness process that sees its development directly influenced by the 
potential reuser accessing the information contained by this knowledge. The knowledge 
accessed or developed during the awareness stage can also be separated into four categories 
according to the kind of information it provides to the knowledge seeker. 
The above theoretical framework generates several implications for practice and research. 
Executives may thus utilize the suggested canvas to improve the way awareness is developed 
in their organization. Besides, this work might help scholars adopt a different stance on the 
awareness topic by taking the findings uncovered in that study into account. However, this 
research presents some limitations, related to the environmental factors effects on the 
awareness process, to the time consideration and to the relationships between the elements 
constituting the awareness process. Thus, a quantitative approach would help consolidate the 
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The discourse around concept of knowledge has become increasingly popular over the past 
years, being cited by many management and organization scholars in various publications. 
This popularity highlights the incontrovertible importance of knowledge in today’s business. 
The widely cited Nonaka (1991, pp. 96) famously commented that “in an economy where the 
only certainty is uncertainty, the one sure source of lasting competitive advantage is 
knowledge”. As for Peter Drucker (1993, pp. 42), he states that “knowledge is the only 
meaningful resource today. The traditional ‘factors of production’ have not disappeared, but 
they have become secondary”. The increasing development of the firm theories based on 
knowledge and the boom of the knowledge management field illustrate the interest this topic 
has raised among scholars and practitioners.  
Firms came to recognise the great importance knowledge takes in their business, and how 
managing it properly can be of benefit to them. So, to encourage this knowledge resource, 
they pushed the development of knowledge creation and acquisition processes. 
However, it is evident that managers are not able to precisely command the knowledge 
sharing activities within their teams or across allied firms. This is mainly due to the 
distributed and fragmented nature of knowledge within a firm (Tsoukas 1996). Actually, as 
stated by Szulanski (1996), the problem is even worse: organizations are not always aware of 
what they know. O’Dell and Grayson (1998 pp154) agreed by stating “executives had long 
enough been frustrated by their inability to identify or transfer outstanding practices from one 
location to another”. 
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As a consequence, it is decisive for firms to know how to properly share this distributed and 
fragmented knowledge (Chai, 2000). Thus, intra and inter-firm knowledge sharing theories 
are becoming essential for them since they can gain efficiency from their practical 
applications.  
Scholars have concentrated their efforts on the knowledge transfer, during which “an 
identified piece of knowledge flows from a certain sender to a certain receiver” (e.g. Gupta 
and Govindrajan 2000; Szulanski, 1996, 2000; Argote and Ingram 2000). However, most of 
them did not focus the previous phase, sometimes called “awareness stage” (Rogers, 1995; 
Chai, 2005), during which the future knowledge receiver comes to know about a piece of 
knowledge that would be advantageous to transfer (Hansen, 2005; Majchrzak et Al, 2004).  
This stage plays a crucial part in understanding knowledge sharing within or between 
organizations. Indeed, its partial comprehension within a firm could affect the overall 
efficiency of the knowledge sharing process. Besides, this lack of comprehension prevents the 
organizations’ management from designing and supporting knowledge sharing mechanisms 
that promote the development of awareness among organization members. 
1.2 Research aims 
This research explores the “awareness” stage of the knowledge sharing process. This phase 
precedes any transfer of knowledge and sees a future receiver search, discover and evaluate a 
potentially advantageous piece of knowledge. The first objective of this thesis is to improve 
the understanding of the “awareness” concept and of the processes through which 
organization members develop it. The second objective aims at comprehending the 
destination of the knowledge accessed and developed in the “awareness” stage.  
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1.3 Research approach 
An extensive literature review (see chapter 2) of the knowledge management field led to 
several conclusions. First, the concept of “awareness” has not been often studied despite its 
acknowledged importance in the knowledge sharing process. Second, few efforts have been 
made to characterize the knowledge involved in this process.  
The lack of existing theories called for a research approach based on theory building. The 
nature of research questions led to the selection of the Critical Incident Technique (Flanagan, 
1956), a case-study methodology. A single master case within a large French newspaper 
company appeared suitable in regard to the research objectives. It mostly relied on a 
collection of in-depth interviews with senior managers. Access to the company’s internal 
documents was an additional and effective way to reinforce richness and validity through 
triangulation of data sources and data collection methods. 
1.4 Structure of the dissertation 
This thesis is divided into 5 chapters. This section gives a brief summary of each chapter. 
1.4.1 Chapter 2: Literature Review 
This chapter proposes a review of relevant literature. It begins with an introduction to the 
knowledge management fields and explains why knowledge has become an essential resource 
for organizations. Then, a focus is made on the knowledge concept and its various 
characteristics. Next, knowledge sharing processes and their relationships with social 
networks theories are developed. These processes are divided into two different categories:  
those belonging to an “awareness” phase which precede those belonging to a “knowledge 
transfer” stage. However, it appears that the “awareness” phase has not been much undertaken 
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by scholars, contrary to the “knowledge transfer” stage. Thus, there is a lack of perspectives 
about its development or the nature of knowledge involved in this process. A set of research 
questions are therefore formulated: 
- How do organization members develop the awareness process? 
- What kind of knowledge is developed or accessed during the awareness process? How 
could we categorize it? 
1.4.2 Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
This chapter presents the research methodology and the rationale supporting it. The nature of 
the research questions as well as the theory building orientation calls for a case study 
approach. The selected method, the Critical Incident Technique, is then presented. A 
presentation of the research design and implementation follows. It explains the motivations 
behind the choice of a single master-case and details the sampling strategies that were 
adopted. The case mainly relies on a collection of several in-depth semi-structured interviews. 
Data collection was reinforced by direct observations and access to company documents. 
1.4.3 Chapter 4: Main Case Study 
This chapter presents the collection of cases (or Critical Incidents) gathered from our study in 
LA VOIX DU NORD group. It presents the company and the divisions in which the study 
was conducted. Then, the different Critical Incidents are described. Eventually, the working 
definitions of the concepts utilised in our research are established.  
1.4.4 Chapter 5: Research Findings: The Awareness Process 
This chapter exposes the first part of the findings that were developed from the Critical 
Incidents. It is found that 4 sub processes (building the awareness of a transferable 
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knowledge, building the awareness of a need, realizing the importance of one need, realizing 
the usefulness of a transferable knowledge toward a need) are central to the building of the 
awareness. These sub processes have to be developed by organization members before 
initiating a transfer.  
1.4.5 Chapter 6: Research Findings: Knowledge and Awareness 
 
This chapter presents the second part of the findings that were developed from the Critical 
Incidents. The analysis of the knowledge accessed or developed within the Critical Incidents 
lends support to the argument according to which metaknowledge is essential to the 
awareness process. This metaknowledge brings to organization members various information 
(source, content, cost and context) about the knowledge that may be transferred. 
1.4.6 Chapter 7:  Discussion and Conclusion 
This chapter starts by summarizing the main findings originating from this research. From this 
review, key implications for practitioners are drawn. Next, implications for theories and 
research are highlighted. Last, limitations of the present work are recognized and several 
directions for further promising research are suggested. 
1.5 Scope and Assumptions 
This study focuses on the processes relating to cross-firm knowledge sharing. We chose to 
exclude intra-firm knowledge sharing issues though we recognize the importance of the 
knowledge shared with teammates or other departments / divisions. 
Concentrating on cross-firm knowledge sharing would normally be more difficult to achieve. 
Indeed, while intra-firm knowledge sharing already presents many characteristics to deal 
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with, cross-firm knowledge sharing involves additional issues like cultural barriers, 
organization boundaries or strategic points (alliance, joint-venture…). Those additional layers 
of complexity may thus prevent researchers from obtaining crystal clear results (Szulanski 
1996). 
However, the source of this research’s data helped us avoid these troubles. Indeed, this source 
belongs to the French press printing industry, which is remarkably barrier free and whose 
companies can therefore exchange knowledge with few if no hindrance. This special context 
allowed the collection of rich and various cross-firm knowledge sharing cases throughout the 
research. 
We also chose in this research a recipient-view of the knowledge sharing process. We thus 
preferred a knowledge pull approach, which tends to develop processes along a knowledge 
recipient perspective, to a knowledge push approach, which application was less appropriate 
in the present context (Tsoukas 1996) 
1.6 Conclusion 
This chapter introduced the following research. It pinpointed the importance of knowledge, 
and therefore of knowledge sharing, for firms. However, very little attention has been granted 
by scholars to the awareness phase, a critical process that precedes knowledge transfer. 
Employing a case study approach, this research examines how this process is developed and 
what the nature of knowledge involved in it is. 
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2 Literature Review 
2.1 Introduction 
This chapter explores the extensive body of literature related to knowledge management, and 
more specifically, to knowledge definition and the varius knowledge sharing processes, 
including awareness and knowledge transfer phases. It aims at presenting the various 
contributions in a logical way and uncovering the limitations of previous research. This 
chapter ends with the formulation of several important research questions that have not yet 
been answered satisfactorily. 
2.2 Knowledge Management Overview 
2.2.1 Why knowledge management? 
Today’s society is gradually becoming a “knowledge society”, whose markets are always 
shifting. (Bell 1973; Toffler 1990) Drucker (1993 pp.42) went further, declaring that 
“knowledge is the only meaningful resource today. The “traditional” factors of production 
have not disappeared, but they have become secondary”. The competitive advantage of a 
company now resides in its “ability to create, transfer, assemble integrate and exploit 
knowledge asset” (Teece 1998 pp.75; Garud 1997; Sambamurthy et al 2003; Spender and 
Grant 1996; Pisano and Shuen 1997). 
To comprehend how organizations reach this “knowledge age”, it is necessary to focus on 
Hansen et al (1999) point of view. According to them, industrialised economies moved from a 
natural resources focus to an intellectual focus in the early nineties. As a consequence, 
companies began to take interest in knowledge management. Indeed, they had to understand 
what knowledge was behind their business and how it was used.  
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Afterwards it was discovered that centralized groups of generalists performed better than 
groups of specialist. In fact, generalists possess more shared knowledge, which aids in 
retrieving and partaking with essential knowledge when solving problems across units (Rulke 
and Galaskiewicz 2000; Liang 1994). Besides, it was found that even innovation could be a 
consequence of knowledge sharing rather than knowledge creation (March and Simon 1958). 
Those assertions helped companies become aware of this new management era. 
In such a context of increasing importance of knowledge, organizations can be viewed today 
as knowledge-based and learning-based, even if managing knowledge is not part of their core 
market (Spender 1996; Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995; Grant 1996, Lazonick and O’Sullivan 
1996; Dosi et al 2000; Zack 2003). Unfortunately, most of the organizational infrastructures 
cannot adjust to these new knowledge management contexts and to the new problems 
alongside them: they often are too inflexible to do so. Thus, many companies have to 
intensify their efforts to develop a strong knowledge management policy (Soo & al 2002). 
Knowledge management research can help organizations achieve this by providing various 
tools, processes and management advices.  
2.2.2 Processes behind Knowledge management 
2.2.2.1 Knowledge creation, development and reuse 
According to Argote (2003 pp.vi), research in knowledge management can be defined “as the 
research focusing on a “fundamental set of questions”. Those questions are related to the 
creation, the retaining and the transfer of knowledge within and across organizations as well 
as the management of firm’s stock of knowledge”  
Knowledge management research is mostly a question of process identification and 
development. In the literature, scholars often split these processes in two major classes related 
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to their outcome: knowledge creation and knowledge reuse processes (Zack 1999; Markus 
2001). Knowledge development (or retention) is sometimes added as a third class.  To 
enlighten this issue, Dennis and Vessey (2005) designed a figure, which defines all these 







 Initially create knowledge and identify it as “knowledge”
 Continually revise and maintain the knowledge over time
 Validate the knowledge and/or its source
 Prepare the knowledge and/or  its source to facilitate 
knowledge transfer and reuse
 Users locate and select new knowledge for their use
 Users “contextualize” knowledge to fit their environment
 Users apply new knowledge in their environment, and 
gradually, refine it over time as they learn to use it
 
Figure 2.1 : Knowledge Management Processes (Source: Dennis and Vessey 
2005) 
 
Markus (2001) brought another model on this issue as she describes the whole cycle of 
knowledge from creation to reuse through four stages or processes:  
1. Capturing or documenting knowledge 
2. Packaging knowledge for reuse 
3. Distributing or disseminating knowledge  
4. Reusing knowledge 
Firstly, capturing or documenting knowledge phase is simply the knowledge creation. Then, 
packaging knowledge is the process of “culling, cleaning and polishing, structuring, 
formatting or indexing documents against a classification scheme” (Markus 2001 pp.60). At 
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that time, the newly created knowledge may be distributed passively (newsletter, database) or 
actively (meeting…). Eventually, the reuse phase involves recall and recognition.  
Basically, each process developed by knowledge management research will be close to one of 
these “classic” stages. 
2.2.2.2 Literature framework 
Argote et al (2003) went further as they develop a framework to organize the literature about 
knowledge management and organizational learning. They added a second dimension related 
to the properties of the knowledge management context associated to the knowledge 
management outcomes.  
On one hand, it was possible to gather knowledge management outcomes under three 
categories close to those proposed by Markus or Dennis and Vessey:  
1. Knowledge creation in organizations  
2. Knowledge retention or implantation in a repository  
3. Knowledge transfer, when the experience of one unit affects another.  
On the other hand, properties are categorized among attributes of units (like their absorptive 
capacities), properties of the relationships between units (like their network structure) and 
properties of knowledge (like its stickiness) (Cross et al 2001, Zander & Kogut 1994, Cohen 
& Levinthal 1990, Bresman 2006).  
Moreover, Argote et al pointed out that this framework was dynamic as its outcomes were 
often intertwined. For example, the creation of some knowledge may lead to retention if that 
knowledge is relevant and so on. 
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Figure 2.2 : Theoretical Framework for Organizing Research on  
Organizational Learning and Knowledge Management  
(Source: Adapted from Argote et al 2003) 
As shown, this framework takes into consideration the main elements of knowledge 
management. Thereby, it provides us an opportunity to specify the field of this study, which 
actually focuses on the properties of knowledge during knowledge transfers (see the 
highlighted zone in figure 2.2). Thus, the literature review will now concentrate on what has 
been done about knowledge and transfers. 
2.2.3 Conclusion 
The first part of the present literature review introduced the knowledge management area. 
Exploring the perspectives it offered helped define a large ground on which it would be 
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To sum up what’s been presented above, it can be said that the increasing importance of 
knowledge made organizations adopt a knowledge-based stance against the market: they 
increased their effort to develop their knowledge management policy. Knowledge 
management offered tools and processes to help them analyze their situation and improve it. 
Among other things, knowledge management research established that knowledge could be 
properly managed by mastering the three main stages constituting its life cycle: knowledge 
creation, knowledge development and eventually knowledge reuse (Dennis and Vessey 2005). 
It was also demonstrated that knowledge management theories could be applied on several 
entities: attributes of units involved in knowledge management processes, properties of the 
relationships between units and properties of knowledge (Argote et Al 2003)  
The bottom line from this review is that it allowed us to pinpoint which fields of knowledge 
management we would discuss of in the later parts of the literature review. Thus, we will 
concentrate on the knowledge reuse processes and the properties of knowledge. As a 
consequence, the following section of this review deals with knowledge definition and 
properties.  
2.3 Knowledge Overview 
2.3.1 Knowledge definition 
2.3.1.1 Knowledge vagueness 
At first, it must be understood that knowledge is a concept lacking a concrete definition. Even 
knowledge management gurus sometimes have some trouble when dealing with knowledge 
definition. In truth, Winter (1987 pp.167) stated that “it was necessary to confront the 
difficulties that arise from complexity and diversity of the phenomena denoted by such terms 
as knowledge, competence, skill and so forth. When we use such terms, we hardly ever know 
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precisely what we are talking about”. To summarize this issue, Nonaka (1994 pp.15) stated 
that “Knowledge was a multifaceted concept with multilayered meanings” 
2.3.1.2 Knowledge and philosophy 
Yet, knowledge management scholars were not the only ones trying to find out a good 
definition for knowledge. Philosophers and Epistemologists have been also constructing 
definitions for the process of acquiring knowledge since the Greek civilization to today. 
Plato himself confronted this puzzle, declaring that knowledge was a subset of that which is 
both true and believed (see figure 2.3) and that has been “given an account of”. Gettier (1963) 
objects to that definition with some relevant counterexamples. As a consequence, some 





Figure 2.3 : A definition of Knowledge 
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2.3.1.3 Objectivism and constructivism 
However, a look at one of the main splits in epistemology proves that philosophers are still to 
reach a clear consensus. This split resides in the manner objectivists and constructivists 
consider the very nature of knowledge. On the one hand, objectivists see knowledge as a 
static, formal, permanent object that is easily duplicated and shared: knowledge is separated 
from the holder of knowledge and there is an emphasis on knowledge as data. On the other 
hand, constructivists see knowledge as a scalable, dynamic, perishable process: it exists 
within the holder and cannot be shared directly, because it is embedded within culture and is 
always context related (Schwen et al 1998). 
This split proves that the concept of knowledge is still laborious to deal with. So, the best 
solution to settle this arduous questioning about the nature of knowledge may eventually be to 
refer to Grant’s (1996) simple definition of that which is known. Besides, instead of trying to 
understand what knowledge is, the study shall follow another strategy and review what is not 
considered knowledge, and how to differentiate knowledge from similar concepts. 
2.3.2 Knowledge, ignorance, data and information 
2.3.2.1 Knowledge and ignorance 
Before going deeper into refining the concept of knowledge, an examination of its nemesis is 
necessary: the concept of ignorance. Ignorance is basically the lack of knowledge. Yet, these 
concepts of knowledge and ignorance are closely related that it becomes possible to establish 
their inter relation on a metalevel. For instance, Socrates illustrated perfectly the known 
ignorance when he declared “I know that I do not know”. Kerwin (1993) developed a 
cognitive map bringing together all these concepts. 
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Meta-level Knows Unknows
Known (Aware of) Meta-knowledge Known ignorance
Unknown (Unaware of) Tacit knowledge Meta-ignorance
First level Second level
 
Figure 2.4 : Knowledge and Ignorance (Source: Adapted from Kerwin 1993) 
 
2.3.2.2 Definitions and differences 
As the discourse shows now what knowledge is not, a distinction between knowledge and 
what seems to be close to it has to be made. Indeed, it is sometimes hard for the neophyte to 
differentiate it from concepts like data or information. That is why many scholars made a 
point to distinct knowledge, information and data (Prencipe & Tell 2001; Machlup 1983; 
Dutta 1993).  
Thus, Machlup (1983) stated that “information was a flow of messages or meanings which 
might add to, restructure or change knowledge”. He also explained that someone knew 
something whereas someone had information about something. Prencipe & Tell (2001) 
followed this point of view, declaring that information was symbolic whereas knowledge was 
meaning (that could only be given by an observing system). As for him, Dutta (1993) defined 
information as organized data.  
Dosi et al (1996) went further and established the major differences between information and 
knowledge. They perceived information as “well stated and codified propositions about (i) 
“states-of-the-world”, (ii) properties of the nature, (iii) identities on other agents and (iv) 
explicit algorithms on how to do things”, while they understood knowledge as including: “(i) 
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cognitive categories, (ii) codes of interpretations of the information itself, (iii) tacit skills and 
(iv) search and problem-solving heuristics irreducible to well-defined algorithms”.  
2.3.2.3 The Knowledge pyramid 
The Knowledge pyramid or DIKW model may be the best way to summarize these 
differences. This framework organizes information in a hierarchy, from Data to Wisdom. It 
also solves the differentiation problem by adding to each of its layers certain attributes over 
and above the previous one.  
The first layer is Data. Data is simply defined as isolated facts. Then, the second layer is 
Information: Data put into a context and combined within a structure. The next layer is 
Knowledge which is interpreted Information. Finally, the top layer is Wisdom.  This highest 
level is reached when Knowledge is utilised to choose between alternatives (Russell .L. 
Ackoff  1989). 
To conclude, even if these concepts seem similar, knowledge stands on an upper level, being 
more complete than its counterparts. Knowledge can be interpreted in a different manner by 
any different person whereas data and information are facts only, not interpretations. 
2.3.3 Knowledge retention and sharing 
2.3.3.1 Repositories 
As discussed in Appendix C.2, the knowledge creation is followed by a stage of knowledge 
development. During this phase, the created knowledge is prepared for a possible transfer 
(Dennis and Vessey 2005). Repositories are thereby an essential part of this stage. Indeed, 
their existence allows knowledge storage for its later reuse (Cross et al 2001)  
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Actually, knowledge can reside in many kinds of repositories or retention bins: individual 
members, organizational structures, operating procedures and practices rules, routines, 
culture, the physical structure of the workplace or technologies (Walsh and Ungson 1991; 
Levitt and March 1988; Starbuck 1992).   
In other words, knowledge can be embedded in the three basic elements of organizations: 
members, tools and tasks. These elements are the knowledge reservoirs (McGrath and Argote 
1993, Kedia and Bhagat 1988). Among them, individuals represent the major part of the 
stored knowledge, especially the tacit knowledge. Moreover, it is possible for knowledge to 
be embedded in networks made of various combinations of the three basic elements. Finally, 
when the knowledge is person embedded, it takes three different forms: explicit, tacit 
specifiable (can be articulated or codified) and truly tacit (cannot be articulated) (Kedia and 
Bhagat 1988) 
2.3.3.2 Boundaries 
Boundaries are a consequence of the reservoirs. Indeed, they would not exist without 
repositories as they stand between them. They are a kind of envelope to the repository and 
they have to be overcome by the user if he wants to access some knowledge. That is why 
these boundaries play an important role in knowledge sharing.  
Working on franchises, Darr et al (2000) identified several kinds of boundaries: strategic, 
geographical and customer related boundaries. As for him, Grant (1996) described vertical 
and horizontal boundaries that were related to their production equivalents. Organizations 
boundaries are often strong too (Song et al 2003). 
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A multinational company trying to manage its knowledge sharing processes between its 
subsidiaries located in different countries would be a good example of geographical boundary 
(Almeida 1996).  
2.3.3.3 The boundaries pyramid  
Studying boundaries located among specialized domains in a NPD setting, Carlile (2004) 
identified three different kinds of boundaries (See figure 2.5). He also stated that each one of 
them is more complex and requires more efforts to be overcome than the previous one.  
 
 











Figure 2.5 : Types of boundaries (Source: Adapted from Carlile 2004) 
 
First, the syntactic boundary is the less complex. It illustrates the difference and dependencies 
between actors. As soon as they are identified, a common lexicon can be developed and the 
boundary passed over. Then, a semantic boundary may appear when there is some novelty, 
making the dependencies and the differences fuzzier. New actors or requirements may lead to 
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different interpretations, making a transfer between two repositories more difficult. Therefore, 
the actors have to create shared meanings to suppress the boundary. Eventually, a pragmatic 
boundary, the most complex one, comes out when the novelty leads to different interests 
among the actors. Political efforts will then be needed before considering a transfer. 
These statements, which deal with the need to develop a shared meaning, meet Grant’s (1996) 
studies. Indeed, he defined common knowledge in a company as the knowledge common to all 
organizational members. This common knowledge allows them to share the knowledge which 
is not common. This is also similar to the need of creating a context of understanding to 
overcome a boundary depicted by Dove (1996). 
Nevertheless, even if many theoretical ways to overcome boundaries are to be depicted, it 
remains necessary to present how people are physically able to get over them. This is done 
during the knowledge reuse phase that involves knowledge sharing. This sharing implies 
mechanisms (See Appendix C.3), which are the physical tools that lack in the theoretical 
review.  
To conclude, the previous paragraphs (and Appendix C.1, C.2, C.3) serve as an overview of 
what happens to the knowledge through the processes of knowledge management, from its 
creation to its sharing. Yet, stopping there might be misleading, for the possibility arises to 
miss major parts of the literature on knowledge. Over the course time, scholars also create 
many knowledge characteristics to assist them in their research. So, as of now, this study will 
concentrate on them, from the indefinite tacitness to the numerous sets developed by scholars. 
2.3.4 Knowledge tacitness 
If there was a knowledge characteristic to remember, it would be the tacitness. The 
knowledge tacitness is a fundamental element of knowledge management (Nonaka 1991). 
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Even if this concept had been introduced by Polanyi (1966), papers written by Nonaka and 
Takeuchi (1991, 1994) were responsible for the popularity granted to this topic in 
contemporary discourse (Serenko and Bontis 2004). Thus, this feature is cited in almost all 
articles involving knowledge, reflecting the importance of this concept in knowledge 
management. Indeed, in many studies, scholars have to consider both explicit knowledge and 
tacit knowledge (Majchrzak & al 2004) 
“We know more that we can tell” is the best way to illustrate tacitness. Tacit knowledge is 
actually lucid to articulate or formalize and can only be acquired through experience. It can 
also be embedded in people only and it is often too complex to share that kind of knowledge 
(Polanyi 1966; Markus 2001; Haldin-Herrgard 2000). Thus, the user of tacit knowledge 
cannot easily explain the rules behind his skills (e.g. how to ride a bike or to use chopsticks). 
That is why Information Technology becomes useless when dealing with processing tacit 
knowledge (Markus 2001). 
On the contrary, explicit knowledge has been captured or articulated (better than captured) or 
codified (even better), which means it has been documented and structured. Such knowledge 
is thereby easier to share (Markus 2001). 
Some examples may better help understand these concepts: insights, intuitions, implied 
assumptions illustrate tacit knowledge whereas drawings, analytic results, scientific journal 
articles are instances of explicit knowledge (Beccerra-Ferandez and Sabherwal 2001; Grant 
1996; Kogut and Zander 1992; Polanyi 1966; Teece 1981) 
Then, to increase intensity, Kedia and Bhagat (1988) introduced a slight nuance to the 
tacitness feature: tacit knowledge can be truly tacit (impossible to codify) or tacit specifiable 
(is not codified right now but can be formalised/articulated). As a consequence, it is 
sometimes difficult to decide if some pieces of knowledge belong to one category rather than 
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another. So, instead of upholding a binary state model like Nonaka & Takeuchi, scholars like 
Winter (1987) presented it as a continuum model, therefore making any ambiguous piece of 
knowledge easier to categorize. 
Nevertheless, tacitness is not considered as the panacea of knowledge management. Even if it 
is an overly cited attribute, it is “an under specified concept and means too many things to be 
a useful analytic term of analysis” (Spender 1996). That is why many scholars have created 
their own sets of characteristics that not only are only more specific but also more adapted to 
their studies. 
2.3.5 Characteristics and knowledge sharing 
2.3.5.1 “Stickiness” 
Among the other knowledge features, an important part of them is related to the knowledge 
sharing. For instance, there is the stickiness (Von Hippel 1994). It comes from the notion of 
internal stickiness, which “connotes the difficulty of transferring knowledge within 
organization” (Arrow 1969; Szulanski 1996 pp.30). Von Hippel (1994 pp.430) defined it as 
“the incremental expenditure required to transfer a given unit of information to a specified 
locus in a form usable by a given information seeker in a given context”. In sum, “sticky” 
knowledge is arduous and costly to acquire, transfer or use.  
In the sixties, Arrow thought like his counterparts that this cost was low. However, Von 
Hippel and many other scholars disagreed with that statement. To support this assertion, the 
argument was that knowledge was often “sticky” enough for the cost of transfer to vary 
significantly, thereby proving the importance of this attribute (e.g. Teece 1977; Pavitt 1987; 
Szulanski 1996, 2001). Furthermore, “stickiness” can be related to tacitness, reflecting the 
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huge importance of Polanyi’s concept on the research field. Indeed, it is possible to reduce the 
“stickiness” of some knowledge by converting some of its tacit part into something explicit. 
2.3.5.2 Causal ambiguity, proveness and irreducible uncertainty 
Causal ambiguity, proveness or irreducible uncertainty (about the context where the 
knowledge is going to be applied) are another knowledge attributes linked with knowledge 
sharing (Szulanski 1996). Thus, during a knowledge transfer, causal ambiguity reflects the 
recipient’s depth of knowledge or irreducible uncertainty if there is (or not) a past usefulness 
record for the knowledge.  
Besides, boundaries play an important role in knowledge sharing as they are a bridle to 
efficient transfers. Therefore, to help managers identify and overcome theses difficulties, 
Carlile and Rebentisch (2003) identified three properties of knowledge at a boundary: 
difference, dependence and novelty (Litwak and Hylton 1962). They represent the difference 
in the amount of knowledge accumulated within each side of the boundary, the conditions that 
the sender and the receiver of the knowledge must fulfil if they want to meet their goals and 
how novel the circumstances of the transfer are. 
2.3.6 Other characteristics 
Scholars also developed knowledge characteristics that are not especially related to 
knowledge sharing. For instance, the knowledge life span is one of them. Knowledge can 
indeed depreciate through time (Darr et al 1995; Garud 1997). Thereby, for a given 
knowledge, innovations or improvements related to its field can devaluate it. As a 
consequence, evaluating the life span of its knowledge base is essential for an organization to 
keep it efficient and useful. It will also help the company time its renewal.  
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Furthermore, this life span is dependent upon the knowledge nature. Know-how does decay 
over time. However, its decay may be slowed down if it is embedded in routines or practices. 
Know-why is less sensible to decay due to its nature (Dutton and Thomas 1985; Argote, 
Beckman and Epple 1990) whereas Garud’s know-what can decay very quickly. It will 
happen especially if the environment changes as know-what is generated through interactions 
between producers and users (Day 1994). 
Besides, some of the knowledge attributes are related to the knowledge holder. For example, 
there is the capacity for aggregation of a knowledge who points out how difficult it is for an 
individual to add that knowledge to existing knowledge. There is also the appropriability of 
knowledge, which refers to the capacity of a resource owner to apply the resource equally to 
its potential value (Grant 1996; Teece 1987). 
This chapter is concluded with the introduction of the embeddedness dimension that Doz and 
Santos (1997) proposed adding alongside tacitness. This dimension of knowledge reflects its 
context dependency. Some knowledge may actually have a meaning in given context, space 
or time only and have no sense in some others. Such knowledge is therefore considered as 
highly embedded. Contrary to this, migratory knowledge will be able to flow freely from one 
place to another (Badaracco 1991). 
What has been presented proves the wide diversity of knowledge characteristics. Though, in 
spite of the scholars’ attempts to establish new dimensions, these attributes are often left 
alone, providing few ways to set up complex analysis of knowledge. Even with the reference 
to Doz and Santos, who attempted to associate two dimensions in an analysis grid, 
possibilities for improvement remain present. 
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2.3.7 Sets of knowledge characteristics 
Some scholars created full sets of characteristics to help themselves, as well as managers, 
categorize knowledge more accurately, proceeding further than their counterparts. 
For instance, Rogers (1980) created a set of five dimensions while researching on 
innovations. Thereby, he presented in his works the relative advantage, the communicability, 
the observability, the complexity and the compatibility between knowledge and the context to 
which it would be applied as essential features of an innovation. 
Rogers was not the only one to create a set. In his work, Winter (1987) identified four 
dimensions. Thinking tacitness was not a dimension accurate enough, he divided it into two 
sub dimensions: articulability (articulable knowledge can be articulated or not) and 
teachability (unarticulated knowledge may still be teachable). He then added to tacitness 
other knowledge attributes such as observability in use, complexity (related to the amount of 
information required to characterize the knowledge) and dependency of a system. 
More recently, building on Rogers and Winter works, Zander et Kogut (1995) created the 
following set of dimensions to describe the knowledge reused as an innovation : codifiability 
(describe the degree to which the knowledge can be encoded –in document or IT system for 
example), teachability, complexity (number of competencies required to use that knowledge), 
system dependence (how many groups of experienced people are needed for the production 
related to the knowledge) and a last one related to industrial spying, product observability, 
which illustrates knowledge reproducibility by competitors using reverse engineering. 
Eventually, Majchrzak et al (2004) created another set of dimensions for a seeker to evaluate 
knowledge before a possible transfer. These dimensions are credibility, relevance and 
adaptability. The credibility of some knowledge indicates its validity and its replicability, the 
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relevance points out the degree of match of the knowledge with the seeker’s needs while the 
adaptability shows by who and how far it’s possible to modify the knowledge to fit a new 
context within time and cost constraints. 
It is obvious that there is a plethora of knowledge characteristics in the literature, from those 
associated to the very nature of the knowledge to those associated to processes. Most of the 
time, these characteristics are there to understand why a knowledge management process is 
not efficient enough and to help detect and erase the causes of these problems. Now, other 
features that have a deep influence on the knowledge are to be considered. 
2.3.8 Knowledge and culture 
Even though a piece of knowledge is important by itself, the way it is embedded in the 
organization rules, members, procedures, routines, practices, physical structures technologies 
and cultures cannot be neglected.  
Culture is thus a major part of the context surrounding the knowledge during its use and can 
even alter it (Doz and Santos 1997; Levitt and March 1988; Starbuck 1992; Walsh and 
Ungson 1991). Knowledge can be altered by the culture of the firm where it has been created. 
For instance, the company’s “homemade” language or its values can have an influence on the 
knowledge created in the organization (Weber and Camerer 2003; Edmondson 1999). 
To understand the meaning of culture, we can refer to Schein’s (1992) definition. He 
explained that organizational culture represented the shared values, beliefs and practices of 
the people in an organization and was therefore likely to impact the knowledge residing 
within it. 
Besides, culture is mostly made of tacit knowledge, e.g. national culture. As a consequence, it 
is hard to transfer or to act upon it. For example, American multinational companies 
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implanted in Russia had many troubles related to the transfer of culturally specific knowledge. 
(Spicer 1997) That is why this cultural side of knowledge management cannot be omitted. 
To sum up, organizational culture cannot be disregarded, having an influence on both 
knowledge creation and use. Yet, its tacit nature makes it arduous to manage in one way or 
another. So, it is essential for managers to understand it so as not to suffer from it. 
2.3.9 Organizational knowledge 
The cultural side of knowledge management shows that knowledge cannot be taken into 
account at an individual level only. Then, if a global view of the situation is considered, new 
perspectives will appear: knowledge can be appreciated at different degrees in a company. 
Thereby, scholars are studying knowledge at group, organizational or even inter-
organizational levels as well as individually held knowledge (Heldlund 1994). Each of these 
levels can be illustrated by some kind of knowledge like negotiation skill for an individual or 
patents for an organization. 
Organizational knowledge is an incontrovertible of these levels. Doz and Santos (1997 pp.11) 
defined it as the knowledge “which allows the set of individuals that make up the organization 
to perform the action X ”. 
Not all members of the organization have to share the same knowledge in the organization to 
perform action X. Yet they do share some knowledge, some element of co-setting, without 
which purposefulness or mutual understanding would be impossible. Therefore, 
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2.3.10 Metaknowledge 
To conclude, the review of the literature about knowledge could not be complete without the 
study of metaknowledge. Even if this aspect of the research field has been overlooked until 
recently, it would have been a serious mistake to neglect it. Mundanely, metaknowledge is 
“knowledge about the knowledge”, as metadata means “data about the data” (Heery 1996; 
Majchrzak et al 2004). Cross et Al (2001) presented a different, yet complementary, 
perspective on metaknowledge, stating that metaknowledge was knowledge that could be 
embedded in inanimate objects or in persons and could provide knowledge seekers the 
location of some relevant knowledge. 
Metaknowledge can be illustrated by artefacts such as data, models, prototypes or document 
author and date. They provide information about the knowledge or the context surrounding it 
without being the knowledge itself. Thus, they are often used to facilitate knowledge 
evaluation and use (Clark 1996; Majchrzak et al 2004). Besides, it should be kept in mind that 
this metaknowledge is different from Kerwin’s (1993) one which rather represented the state 
of a knowledge holder that knows what he holds. 
Moreover, metaknowledge takes part in knowledge reuse processes. For instance, knowing 
that metaknowledge about some knowledge exists will significantly increase seekers’ interest 
into that knowledge (Markus 2001; Majchrzak and al 2004). 
In sum, metaknowledge hold a various range of information about a piece of knowledge, 
including its creation, its source, its nature or its use. These properties make it especially 
useful during knowledge sharing processes like knowledge seeking or evaluation. Yet, too 
few scholars have taken interest into that aspect of the knowledge management. That is why 
the use of metaknowledge for knowledge research deserves further study as stated by 
Majchrzak et al (2004). 
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2.3.11  Conclusion 
The first section of the literature review introduced knowledge management theories, its 
origins and the related concepts. It explained the increasing importance of this topic in 
organizations and how comprehensive processes were developed to help them build a 
sustainable competitive advantage. Among the entities upon which these processes were able 
to act were the properties of knowledge. 
The above section reviewed the rich body of literature dealing with this knowledge topic. 
First, it clearly appeared that knowledge was a vague concept, often laborious to work out. 
Nonaka (1994 pp.15) himself declared that Knowledge was “a multifaceted concept with 
multilayered meanings”. However, it was subsequently presented that Knowledge could be 
organized in a pyramid, from simple facts to interpreted facts put into a context and combined 
within a structure (Ackoff 1989). To this framework followed a brief presentation of the 
various meanings conveyed by knowledge. It appeared that knowledge was dependant upon 
the way it was learnt, the kind of information it carried or its context, among others. To 
complete the figure, it was showed that the knowledge nature as well the way it could be 
embedded had its importance. Then, the well known Nonaka and Takeushi’s model (1995), in 
which knowledge is created through a spiral model balancing between explicit and tacit 
knowledge, was introduced. To complete this overview of the theories associated with the 
concept of knowledge, knowledge sharing mechanisms and their characteristics were outlined  
Knowledge characteristics were examined then. First of them, the knowledge tacitness 
illustrates how difficult it is to codify or articulate some knowledge (Polanyi 1966). Then 
knowledge characteristics such as the stickiness or the causal ambiguity that helps qualify 
knowledge sharing were presented. Finally, diverse sets of completing characteristics 
developed by scholars were introduced. 
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To conclude this section, the under specified concept of metaknowledge, or knowledge about 
the knowledge (Majchrzak et al 2004), was introduced. Among others, this kind of 
knowledge, accessed during knowledge process like knowledge seeking, provides a various 
range of information about a piece of knowledge, including its creation, its source or its use. 
However, as it was depicted in the first section of this literature review, it was determined to 
focus on reuse processes as well as properties of knowledge during the review. The following 
section thus explores the large body of literature dealing with knowledge reuse issues. 
2.4 Knowledge reuse and Social networks 
The first section of the literature review presented that knowledge reuse processes played an 
important role in the application of the knowledge management theories in organizations. 
Knowledge reuse takes place at the end of the knowledge cycle and knowledge management 
would have little sense without it. Indeed, the knowledge that has been created and carefully 
stored becomes useful to someone else during this stage, explaining why a company could 
spend so many resources to manage it efficiently. That is why this process is so important and 
that many scholars have taken interest in that field.  
When dealing with knowledge sharing, which means people have to know each other by one 
way or another to share knowledge, the social network theory that deals with these relations 
between people has to be introduced.  
These points are developed in details in Appendix C.4 and Appendix C.5. 
To sum up these appendixes, knowledge reuse processes can be presented as the stages 
through which stored knowledge becomes useful to someone else. The main actors of these 
reuse processes are, according to the communication theory, the following: the knowledge 
seeker, the knowledge holder and the sharing mechanisms. Besides, knowledge reuse studies 
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introduce the social network theories. A social network can be presented as a structure of 
nodes and ties whose characteristics have a strong incidence on the sharing processes’ 
outcomes. To conclude, the description of the many sharing processes developed by scholars 
reveals a clear parting between processes related to the search for knowledge and those 
dealing with the ensuing transfer of knowledge between the holder and the seeker. 
As a consequence, the next section presents the many literature tackling knowledge transfer 
issues and its major perspectives. The section that succeeds explores the literature related to 
knowledge research and evaluation processes, which are sometimes reunited under the 
concept of “awareness” stage. 
2.5 Knowledge transfer 
2.5.1 Introduction 
Transfer is the second phase of the knowledge sharing process during which the knowledge 
exchange actually takes place. It is a topic that has often been studied by scholars and it must 
be realized that a knowledge transfer is not a simple process.  
In his research on best practices transfer, Szulanski observed that they lasted 27 months on 
average. So, on such a time period, being efficient becomes imperative so as not to spoil too 
many resources. Moreover, transfers are sometimes difficult to delineate as they can happen 
explicitly as well as implicitly. For example, when the recipient is unable to articulate the 
knowledge he has just received, the transfer will be implicit (Argote and Ingram 2000). These 
statements highlight the importance that managers should grant to those kinds of processes.  
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2.5.2 Definition 
To define it broadly, “knowledge transfer in organizations is the process through which one 
unit of the company such as an individual, a group or a department, is affected by the 
experience of another” (Argote and Ingram 2000 pp.151)  
As for him, Szulanski (1996 pp.28) defined the transfer process as “the movement of 
knowledge within the organization. It is a distinct experience, contrary to the knowledge 
dissemination, and depends of the characteristics of everyone involved”, i.e. the piece of 
knowledge and the context that includes the sender, the receiver or the sharing mechanism 
among other things. In other words, “a transfer is a dyadic exchange of knowledge between a 
source and a recipient unit”(pp.28). Szulanski also developed a four stages framework to 
illustrate his studies on that process (See figure 2.6).  
Implementation Ramp-up Integration





Formation of the 
transfer seed
 
Figure 2.6 : The process of knowledge transfer (Source: Szulanski  1996) 
 
To begin with, there is the Initiation. That phase contains the events that make the receiver 
decide to transfer: the discovery of both a need and the knowledge to meet that need. To sum 
up, Initiation is “recognizing opportunity to transfer and acting upon it” (Szulanski 2001 
pp.13). At that time, a transfer seed is created and the sharing of knowledge can begin. 
After the initiation comes the Implementation, which starts off with the decision to proceed to 
the transfer itself. Then, knowledge flows from the sender to the receiver.  
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The third stage is the Ramp-up. During this phase, the receiver begins to use the transferred 
knowledge and learns to use it more efficiently with the possible help of the sender. Most of 
the problems related to the knowledge utilisation are identified and solved at that time.  
Integration is the final stage. The knowledge is applied by the receiver with satisfactory and 
its use is routinized. Eventually, a transfer will be considered as effective when the shared 
knowledge is used by the receiver (Kurtzberg 2000) 
These definitions demonstrate that a knowledge transfer changes the knowledge or the 
performance of the receiving unit. So, it gives managers a way to measure the efficiency of 
the transfer (Darr, Argote and Epple 1995; Argote and Ingram 2000). 
Besides, many different things can be transferred: knowledge, but also knowledge reservoirs 
like people or tools. Actually, since knowledge is often embedded in individuals, it is 
sometimes easier to transfer knowledge by moving these individuals across firms. Thus, they 
can apply their knowledge to new contexts (Argote and Ingram 2000; Song et al 2003; Teece 
1982). 
To conclude, transfer is a quite complex process. As a consequence, it depends on many 
parameters. Among other things, the source of the knowledge, the recipient, the context and 
of course the knowledge affect the transfer (Szulanski 2000). 
2.5.3 Transfer and context 
A transfer is set in a context that has a great impact on its overall performance. Indeed, the 
context can influence the transfer through norm and value settings for example (Kostova 
1999). Moreover, it can be fertile and facilitate the transfer or be barren and hinder its 
evolution (Szulanski 2001). The following paragraphs will be a closer examination of the 
main aspects of context. 
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2.5.3.1 Context & Sender and receiver 
First, the sender and the receiver have a crucial place in the context. Gupta and Govindrajan 
(2000) worked on that topic while studying multinational companies “know how” transfers. 
On one hand, they argued that knowledge outflows from the source were related to the value 
of his knowledge, as well as the existence, the quality and the cost of the transmission 
channels. But the source’s motivational disposition regarding the sharing of his knowledge 
had no effect on the flows. On the other hand, they stated that the knowledge inflows into the 
recipients were correlated to, their motivational disposition toward acquiring knowledge, their 
absorptive capacity and the existence and richness of transmission channels. 
The distance between the sender and the receiver plays an important role too, especially if 
they belong or not to the same company. If yes, the transfer will be internal. Otherwise, it will 
be external. Thereby, knowledge transfers tend to happen more frequently across units of the 
same organization than units of different organizations.  Indeed, it’s often more difficult to 
transfer knowledge between companies than within one (Zellmer-Bruhn 2003; Darr et al 
1995; Baum & Ingram 1998; Garud 1997) However, internal transfer efficiency differs 
considerably from one organization to another (Argote 1999; Szulanski 1996) 
2.5.3.2 Context & Social networks 
Apart from the distance, the relationships between the sender and the receiver have also their 
consequences. Indeed, we explained earlier that knowledge reuse and social network were 
intertwined. Thereby, at an individual level, the stronger the tie between sender and receiver 
is, the easier the transfer is, especially when dealing with tacit knowledge (Hansen 1999; Uzzi 
1997). Some sharing mechanisms are thus better suited to transfer tacit knowledge like 
apprenticeship, direct interaction or action learning involving confrontational social 
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interaction, whereas manuals and lectures should be utilised when transferring codified 
knowledge (Haldin-Herrgard 2000). 
2.5.3.3 Context & Organizations 
On a broader level, organizations’ previous experiences or backgrounds are another 
significant part of the context. Thus, knowledge transfers occur more frequently between 
companies or people that have encountered similar problems in the past and experienced 
similar events. Moreover, firms with similar business strategies are more able to overcome 
organizational boundaries between them when transferring knowledge (Dranove et al 1998; 
Darr & Kurtzberg 2000; Ounjan & Brian 1987; Cohen and Levinthal 1990) 
2.5.3.4 Context & Culture 
On the contrary, different backgrounds may lead to difficulties like those delicate cases of 
knowledge transfer that occurred when receiver and sender were belonging to different 
cultures. For example, Lunnan et al (2005) studied a perilous case of best practice transfer 
from the USA to the subsidiaries of a Norwegian multinational company. Furthermore, 
American multinational companies implanted in Russia had troubles related to the transfer of 
culturally specific knowledge (Spicer 1997) 
Yet, even if we demonstrated the effect of context on transfer, the opposite is also true. 
Thereby, internal transfer capabilities of companies chip in their organizational performance 
in many sectors like services or industry (Galbraith 1990; Ingram 1998). 
2.5.4 Transfer and knowledge 
As Szulanski (1996) pointed it out, the context is not the only thing that can influence a 
transfer. The transferred knowledge has also a tremendous impact on the transfer process.  
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For instance, while studying transfers in the innovation field, Zander and Kogut  (1995) came 
up to the conclusion that the more tacit, uncodified, unteachable, complex, not observable in 
use and dependent of a system a knowledge was, the more arduous it was to transfer. 
Other scholars concentrated on the effect of knowledge’s tacitness on transfers. They 
concluded as well that knowledge that was codified and commoditised would be easier and 
cheaper to transfer (Cowan and Foray 1997; Szulanski 2000; Zander and Kogut 1995, 1992 ; 
Nonaka 1991; Szulanski 1996).  
Though, there are ways to solve the problem raised by tacit knowledge transfer. For example, 
sender and receiver can share artefacts that contain information about the context surrounding 
the knowledge to be transferred and facilitate its sharing (Clark 1996). In addition to that, 
Galbraith (1990) found that technology transfers were easier when the technology is less 
complex and better understood. 
Finally, knowledge with high causal ambiguity is more difficult to transfer. As a matter of 
fact, if the transferred knowledge can’t be adapted to the new context, negative effects in 
performance may occur (Baum & Ingram 1998; Greve 1999; Szulanski 1996). 
To conclude, these discussions on the context and the knowledge introduced a notion of 
transfer cost, which was heightened by them, whereas managers wanted to reduce it. We will 
now try to clarify what is behind this concept of cost and what can act upon it.  
2.5.5 Cost of the transfer 
At first, knowledge transfers were considered as costless and instantaneous (Shannon and 
Weaver 1949). Many people believed this platitude over the time and some still believe it 
until the present day. 
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2.5.5.1 Transfer stickiness 
However, Szulanski (1996) strongly disagreed with that statement while studying the transfer 
of best practices. He then stated that knowledge transfers were often laborious and time 
consuming, in one word: arduous! So, he defined the concept of transfer stickiness as the 
difficulty of transferring knowledge. This concept derived from Von Hippel’s knowledge 
stickiness theory (1994).  Moreover, he stated that each phase of a transfer could be “sticky” 
in its own way (Szulanski 2001).  
Szulanski also identified the main causes of stickiness. The most significant ones were the 
lack of absorptive capacity of the recipient, causal ambiguity and an arduous relationship 
between the source and the recipient. To the contrary, motivational factors had little effect. 
Those assertions proved that the concept of transfer cost wasn’t a chimera. 
2.5.5.2 Transfer cost 
The transfer cost is one of the major ways for managers to measure of the transfer 
performance. The lower the cost, the better it is. Teece (1977 pp.245) defined it as “the costs 
of performing and absorbing all of the relevant unembodied knowledge. The costs of 
performing the various activities which have to be conducted to ensure the transfer of the 
necessary technological know-how will represent the cost of technology transfer”. Those 
costs often materialize themselves as time (Engineering month by Hansen et al (2005)) or 
money (Royalty costs, salaries, training cost) and can vary a lot.  
2.5.5.3 Influences on the cost 
Numerous factors can act upon the transfer cost. Thus, costs hinge on the extent to which the 
knowledge is understood by the sender (his experience, number of applications by him), on 
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the age of the knowledge (the older, the cheaper because possible problems have been already 
solved) or on the number of companies already using it. They also depend on the size and the 
age of the receiving company, its R&D activity and the level of development of the host 
country infrastructure (Teece 1977, 1981). So even if people used to think transfers were 
costless, the truth has been restored. Transfer is a sticky process and its cost depends on many 
factors. 
2.5.6 Conclusion 
The previous section presented knowledge sharing as a two phase process which initiated 
with an awareness phase and ended with a transfer stage. The above section thus reviewed the 
abundant literature dealing with knowledge transfer issues. 
Knowledge transfer was presented as an important and complex process, depending on many 
factors such as the source of knowledge, the knowledge recipient, the transfer context and 
eventually the transferred knowledge itself (Szulanski 2000). Then, the theories behind 
context and knowledge influences were deepened. Last, a presentation of the various 
perspectives on the transfer cost and its causes concluded this section. 
Most of the studies reviewed in this section restricted their investigations of knowledge 
sharing to the sole knowledge transfer topic. Thus, it appeared that most of scholars would 
rather not study the “awareness” stage that precedes the transfer phase. They often preferred 
to consider the research and selection of the knowledge that would be transferred as an 
important but simple process and to elude its detailed study. However, the presentation of the 
different theories linked to this process will definitely prove that the “awareness” stage worth 
taking interest in it. 
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2.6 Awareness 
2.6.1 Introduction 
Among the problems raised by Sambamurthy and Subramani (2005) was the knowledge 
coordination one. It occurs when people that have a need do not know if the knowledge that 
could solve their problem exist and where they could find it. These difficulties are figured out 
during a stage called awareness, which happens before a transfer. Actually, it prepares a 
transfer. The better the awareness stage is executed, the easier the transfer has a chance to be. 
That’s why this stage may last months, as managers do not want to spoil a possible profitable 
transfer (Teece 1976; Szulanski 1996). 
2.6.2 Definition 
Simply speaking, awareness means “to have knowledge of”. However, this stage is not as 
simple as its definition.   
2.6.2.1 Initiation 
Actually, the receiver of a future transfer discovers the existence of interesting knowledge 
during this process (Chai 2003). It can also be identified to Szulanski’s (2000) initiation. This 
stage was defined as the discovery of both a need/gap and the knowledge to meet that 
need/fill the gap, which would lead to a decision to transfer. Each of these discoveries can 
happen first, depending on the situation. The discovery of an interesting piece of knowledge 
may trigger a need whereas the discovery of a need may lead to the search of some knowledge 
so as to satisfy that need. This demonstrates the fickleness of this process.  
As for him, Rogers (1995) depicted an innovation-decision process within his work on 
innovation diffusion. Its first stage, called “knowledge”, was the phase during which “an 
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individual was exposed to an innovation’s existence and gained some understanding of it” 
(ibid, pp.162).  
To sum up, awareness is the first part of the knowledge reuse process during which a transfer 
seed is created. This stage is thereby critical for the later ones to happen (Szulanski 1996) 
2.6.2.2 Awareness and stickiness 
This phase is essential for companies since lack of awareness can be costly for them. Indeed, 
this stage can be “sticky” (Szulanski 2001). The harder it is to find some knowledge suitable 
to a transfer and to decide to do it, the stickier awareness is. This stage can also last months 
because of arduous knowledge collection and evaluation. Furthermore, if people weren’t able 
to be aware of the existence of some knowledge, this knowledge would never be transferred 
and therefore never used again, which means that all the efforts behind its creation would be 
spoilt. It should also be noted that it is difficult for a company to build the awareness of their 
own knowledge (Johnson 1996; O’Dell et Al 1998). 
2.6.2.3 Networks awareness 
In addition, people can become conscious of other things in an organization. For example, 
they can be aware of other people, as portrayed by the awareness of who knows what and who 
can be asked for help. That is, how strategic networks of employees develop an understanding 
of their collective knowledge. This concept is often critical for effective knowledge sharing in 
a company (Cross et Al 2001). Importance of awareness is going further that many would 
think. Thus, all the worldwide species are aware (Van Damme 1999). 
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2.6.2.4 Limitations of the literature 
Though, as crucial this stage may be, scholars often neglected it or lacked of precision when 
describing awareness. According to Hansen et al (2005), many studies on transfer (e.g. Gupta 
& Govindarajan 2000; Szulanski 1996) have actually excluded the phase of searching for 
knowledge or have not clearly differentiated the search phase from the transfer phase. 
Moreover, in the few studies focusing on this search phase (Borgatti and Cross 2003; Hansen 
1999), there was no distinction made between the decision (and need) to seek knowledge and 
the subsequent research. Thereof, more attention should be addressed to these two processes 
(decision and search) that are the “front-end” of knowledge sharing. That is why were going 
to study the awareness stage under a process perspective in the following paragraphs. 
2.6.3 The awareness process 
As addressed above, few searchers have concentrated on the awareness process. Thereby, we 
should be grateful that when Markus (2001) developed his knowledge cycle, he took a deep 
glance on its later stage: the knowledge reuse phase. He divided it into 4 sub stages that were 
set in a linear way.  
First, there is the definition of the search question, then come the search for and the location 
of experts and expertise, next to last is the selection of an appropriate expert or expert advice 
from the result of the search and finally the knowledge is applied. The first three stages are 
undoubtedly related to the awareness whereas the last one belongs to the transfer domain. 
Markus added that the reuse phase involves recall and recognition. He thus meant that there 
would be a recall that information has been stored and in what location, under what index or 
classification scheme it was. There would also be the recognition that the information met the 
users’ need.  
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Moreover, while they were searching on knowledge reuse for radical innovation, Majchrzak 
et al (2004) concentrated too on the part before the exchange of knowledge. They even 




























Figure 2.7 : Model of Knowledge Reuse Process for Innovation  
(Source: Majchrzak et al 2004) 
 
The first stage is the reconceptualization, which is just another way to name the definition of 
the problem. Then, the decision to search is taken, triggered by an insurmountable 
performance gap: new knowledge is obviously necessary to solve the problem. After that, 
there is search and evaluate stage which is divided in three sub phases: 
1. Scan of the environment so as to be aware of possible reusable ideas/knowledge. 
2. Brief evaluations of the credibility, relevance and adaptability of selected 
ideas/knowledge, with the help of metaknowledge 
3. In-depth analyses of the worthy ideas/knowledge to decide if they really meet the 
problem 
If so, the selected idea is fully developed through a transfer. 
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To sum up, the structured frameworks describing awareness agreed on the linearity of a 
process where the need comes before any search of knowledge. First comes the problem 
definition that led to the decision to search. Then, there is the search for knowledge and its 
evaluation that may lead to a transfer. We will thus follow this simple model to develop the 
literature review. 
2.6.4 Problem definition and decision to search 
2.6.4.1 Search triggers 
The decision to search often triggers the beginning of a knowledge reuse process. Most of the 
time, this decision is associated by scholars to the identification of a problem that will lead to 
the search for solution. This is also called the problemistic search (Cyert & March 1963).  
That problem can take several shapes. Cross et Al (2001) identified five explanations to why 
people wanted to seek knowledge in a social context: find solutions (know how…), find 
metaknowledge (pointer to other sources of knowledge…), reformulate problems, validate 
plans and solutions or acquire legitimization from contact with a respected person. Cross and 
Borgatti (2000, 2003) also established that knowing what someone else knows, valuing that 
knowledge and having a timely access to that knowledge set off the seeking of that 
knowledge. Eventually, the motivation of the source is another important factor of the 
initiation (Szulanski 2001). 
2.6.4.2 The knowledge need 
When people want to find a solution to their problems, they have to define their knowledge 
needs. Dennis and Vessey (2005 pp.400) specified them as “an opportunity to provide 
knowledge that, if satisfied, helps individuals perform their work more effectively or 
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efficiently”. They also stated that there were various knowledge needs whose nature depended 
on the related project and that had to be managed differently. For instance, research 
knowledge needs will not be the same as sales knowledge needs. 
Furthermore, those knowledge needs are also related to many variables like the existing ware 
associated to the related project, the project novelty and the team tenure (average time spent 
by the teams members within the firm) (Hansen et Al 2005) 
To conclude, we noticed these needs could be quite complex. Thereby, the users have to be 
able to determine what is the life span they expect from the knowledge (because knowledge 
changes) and why they need the knowledge (for example, knowledge augmentation in an 
organization or knowledge substitution) so as to fully understand their need, this leading to 
the definition of the need’s multiple characteristics (Conner and Prahalad 1996; Markus 2001) 
2.6.5 Knowledge seeking 
2.6.5.1 State of the art and issues 
When the decision to search has been taken and the need clearly defined, it is the appropriate 
time to seek some valuable knowledge. Hansen et Al (2005 pp.779) defined the search for 
knowledge as “looking for, identifying and evaluating knowledge resident in other 
subsidiaries”. This part is the awareness’ longest one during which geographical or 
organizational boundaries have to be overcome (Almeida 1996). Moreover, as there is a 
transfer cost, the seeking of knowledge incur a cost too hereafter named search cost. It 
represents the resources spent during the process like time (engineering months) or budget 
(Hansen et al 2001). 
Seeking knowledge is a hot topic: summarizing past studies on the information seeking area, 
Johnson (1996) pointed out that people often followed the same patterns when looking for 
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knowledge. Unfortunately these patterns proved to be clearly inefficient most of the time. So 
there is an imperative need to improve them. 
2.6.5.2 Knowledge sources 
One of the most important things when seeking knowledge is to locate the sources.  This 
makes us wonder what the nature of the sources is. Cross et al (2001) answered that 
“engineers and scientists were generally five times more likely to turn to a person for 
information than an impersonal source such a database or the Internet” (See figure  
2.8 , from the answers of forty managers).  
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Thus, the seekers look for impersonal sources came only if they are unsuccessful when asking 
individuals. Johnson (1996) agreed when he stated that people tended to prefer face to face 
interpersonal communication when seeking knowledge. 1 
Why do people prefer to develop personal networks rather than databases when they are 
looking for some knowledge? Soo et al (2002) realized in one of their study that databases 
were often inefficient, especially when it came to transfer tacit knowledge.  
2.6.5.3 Awareness and social networks 
This omnipresence of and this preference for people among knowledge sources explain why 
social networks are that present in the literature dealing with knowledge search. People 
develop their networks so as to gain a better access to their surrounding knowledge.  
On an organizational level, Mueller (1966) noticed that most of the knowledge used for 
innovation came from outside the firm. Furthermore, companies help knowledge research by 
reducing distances (physical as much as intellectual ones) between people thanks to their 
organizational relationships. They thereby allow their employees to see “who knows what”, 
facilitating their knowledge investigation (Borgatti and Cross 2003). 
Besides, knowledge seeking can be contextualized by organizational influences like task 
interdependence (people are likely to seek knowledge from people with whom they are task 
interdependent whereas their location, hierarchy or function will have no or little effect) and 
social influences (people will rather seek knowledge from friends whereas social influences 
like trust or gender will have little or no effect) (Cross et Al 2001). 
                                                 
1
 The reader might note that the referred article was published in 2003 when Google already existed in a version 
close to the current one. 
Google might be efficient when looking for a first panel of data when dealing with a new topic. However, 
Google too often leads to incomplete or hard to understand information.  
When dealing with an arduous topic, nothing can replace a human respondent who can adapt his explanations to 
the seeker and directly answer his questions during his presentation, which an impersonal source can’t. 
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2.6.5.4 Predictors 
We explained that social networks were crucial in any research of knowledge, but we still 
have to comprehend what is the impact of networks’ characteristics. The four relational 
dimensions determining a dyadic relation (knowledge, access, engagement, safety) defined by 
Cross et al (2001) are indeed related to the acquisition of information. That is why they can be 
used to predict whom someone is going to ask for knowledge when seeking it.  
As for him, Hansen et al (2005) stated that the subsets of network to which belonged the 
seeker and their characteristics had an influence on the knowledge research. Thus, 
intersubsidiary relation strength and perceived competition increase search cost.  
Finally, whereas strong ties are more efficient when looking for or transferring complex 
knowledge, Hansen (1999) remarked that weak ties were more useful when searching new 
knowledge (Granovetter 1973).  
2.6.6 Knowledge evaluation 
When some knowledge has been found, the seeker has to judge if it would be relevant to 
transfer it. There comes the last stage of the awareness process, the knowledge evaluation, 
which is as critical as the other phases. Indeed, a wrong evaluation could lead to a useless 
transfer or the discard of pertinent knowledge. Many different aspects are present in that 
evaluation, including the boundaries to overcome, the people involved or the knowledge 
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2.6.6.1 Evaluation and location 
The geographical position of the knowledge often plays a role when valuing it (Menon and 
Pfeffer 2003). On one hand, a farther knowledge source makes seekers feel the knowledge 
sticky, due to the multiple boundaries they will have to overcome during the transfer (Menon 
and Pfeffer 2003). For example, local or regional knowledge tend to be favoured by US semi 
conductor MNC to knowledge located overseas (Almeida 1996). As for them, Katz and Allen 
(1982) introduced the not invented here syndrome which illustrates the recurring bias against 
ideas from the outside and can make people reinvent the wheel. 
On the other hand, farther knowledge can be appealing because of its differences. Many 
studies pointed out that companies often copy or transfer knowledge, practices or structures 
from outsiders (Burt 1992; Davis 1991; Haveman 1993; Menon and Pfeffer 2003)  
Moreover, even if internal knowledge is easier and cheaper to access, external knowledge 
owned by competitors sometimes look more valuable because internal knowledge is 
considered as a threat. Such a situation may occur more often if there are political contests in 
the company or a strong internal competition. The social cost of a transfer may thus interfere 
with the evaluation process (Menon and Pfeffer 2003; Lee 1997). Edmonson (1999) 
introduced the concept of psychological safety to depict these behaviours. 
2.6.6.2 Evaluation and social networks 
The relationships between sender and receiver also have an influence on the evaluation. First, 
people tend to approach similar others more easily. For instance, if possible transfer partners 
display the same business strategy, they will be likely to exchange knowledge. Knowledge 
seekers are eager to seek knowledge from their friends as well (Darr & Kurtzberg 2000; Cross 
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et al 2001). Besides, the level of trust between two people may act upon the quantity of 
knowledge they will disclose to each other.   
Among other things, this confidence depends on the reliability of the source (Szulanski 2001; 
McEvily and al 2003). Reference to a feeling of trust can also be found in one of the 4 
relational dimensions determining a dyadic relation.  From memory, these dimensions are 
knowledge, access, engagement and safety (Cross et al 2001). They are strongly related with 
the evaluation of knowledge since they can be used to predict whom someone is going to ask 
for knowledge. This means that evaluating a piece of knowledge implicitly implies evaluating 
its holder. 
2.6.6.3 Evaluation and knowledge 
The knowledge nature determines as well if someone may want to transfer it one day (Zander 
and Kogut 1995; Cohen and Levinthal 1990). For example, people will seek after knowledge 
that proved to be useful (Rogers 1983). According to Szulanski (1996), this record of 
usefulness, also called proveness, is a proof of robustness and will be valued positively.  
Defining the causal ambiguity of some knowledge is part of its rating process too. (Szulanski 
1996, 2001) Indeed, this causal ambiguity can hinder a possible transfer. Then, the seeker 
may want to reduce it by documenting the knowledge he’s interested in (Walton 1975).  
When people know that some metaknowledge exists about a piece of knowledge, their interest 
into that knowledge is likely to increase significantly. Therefore, seekers are looking for the 
existence of metaknowledge even if it may be accessed only later in the reuse process. 
“Metaknowledge can be constructed and presented in a way that facilitates or inhibits 
knowledge reuse” (Majchrzak et al 2004 pp.185).  
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Eventually, summarizing past studies on the information seeking area, Johnson (1996) 
pointed out that people often evaluated knowledge according to their availability rather than 
focusing on their credibility (O’Reilly 1982 also). Moreover, it was stated that the scarcity of 
some knowledge may heighten its perceived value whereas widely available knowledge may 
reveal its flaws more easily (Menon and Pfeffer 2003; Cialdini 2001.) 
To conclude, we should never forget that those evaluations are determined individually and 
thereof can be highly subjective. So, it is possible for someone to come to a rating completely 
different from his neighbour’s one for the same piece of knowledge. 
2.6.7 Another point of view on Awareness 
2.6.7.1 What comes first? 
We reviewed a classical way to develop awareness in the previous paragraphs. During a linear 
process, a knowledge seeker makes a decision to look for knowledge, defines his needs, 
searches knowledge and finally evaluates what he has found. However, this is not the only 
way to be aware! Indeed, in his work on innovation diffusion, Rogers (1995) raised the 
question of what came first between awareness of a need and awareness of a solution.  
2.6.7.2 A non linear process 
This questioning introduced a notion of non linearity into the process. That statement also met 
the idea of awareness fickleness developed by Szulanski (2001). Dealing with intra firm best 
practice transfers, he actually stated that “a transfer began when both a need and the 
knowledge that met that need coexisted within the organization. The discovery of a need 
might trigger a search that would lead to the discovery of superior knowledge. Alternatively, 
the discovery of superior knowledge might reframe as unsatisfactory a hitherto satisfactory 
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situation” (ibid pp.13).  In other words, there is an opportunity to transfer as soon as a gap and 
some knowledge to address the gap are found, no matter which one of them comes first. 
Unfortunately, he did not elaborate on this non linear approach, focusing instead on the later 
stages of knowledge reuse.  
2.6.7.3 Le van’s work 
Later on, while studying sharing mechanisms and their impact on the awareness process, Le 
Van (2006) presented this idea of non linearity as well by introducing three different kinds of 
awareness. Thereby, he explained that any user needed to reach three states of awareness for 
him to be fully aware and be able to initiate a transfer.  A user needed to be aware of his need 
(awareness of why), to be aware of an existence of some knowledge (awareness of what) and 
to be aware of a source of knowledge (awareness of where) before transferring anything.  
However, and that is the crucial point, any of these awareness can happen first. It is 
possible to locate a source, then define a need and finally find some suitable knowledge. It is 
also possible to hear about the existence of some knowledge, define an appropriate need and 
finally find out where that knowledge is. To sum up, there are six possible ways to develop 
awareness in all, (See figure 2.9) which is far ore than the lonely linear process presented by 











To : No Awareness
Tn : Full Awareness
 Ready to Transfer
 
Figure 2.9 :  Proposition of decomposition of the Awareness process  
(Source: Adapted from LeVan 2006) 
 
Furthermore, Le Van explained that this development of awareness could be done along two 
search dimensions, activeness and directedness. A seeker can search knowledge actively or 
wait passively for it to come to his desk. Moreover, he may know (or not) what he is looking 
for and then direct his research efficiently. LeVan then associated four loci of research to 
these dimensions (See figure 2.10). These loci present how the awareness is going to be 
developed. For example, if a user does not want to spend time seeking knowledge and doesn’t 
know what could interest him (low activeness, low directedness), he will probably find some 
valuable information thanks to a total serendipitous encounter. Le Van also noted that some 
sharing mechanisms were better suited for each locus.  
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Figure 2.10 : Loci of research participating to the development of Awareness  
(Source: LeVan 2006) 
 
To conclude, Le Van advanced that the further in the awareness process a user was, the more 
active and directed he would be. This statement tended to contradict what has been written 
before. Indeed, if we read Majchrzak et al (2004) or Markus (2000), we can see in any sharing 
process that the need is defined first and the knowledge seeker is eager to find knowledge, 
which means he is both directed and active. So, these scholars only concentrated on the 
classic way of searching new knowledge, neglecting the awareness events resulting from 
partially or totally serendipitous events. 
2.6.8 Conclusion 
The awareness stage is the first part of any knowledge sharing process. However, despite its 
acknowledged importance, it has received little interest by scholars compared to the transfer 
stage. 
The above section reviewed the different concepts and theories related with the awareness 
issues. It was seen that the awareness process prepared the knowledge transfer, by identifying 
and selecting an interesting piece of knowledge for a transfer. Most of the theories developing 
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this stage presented it as a linear framework, from the problem definition or awareness of the 
need to the search for knowledge and eventually the knowledge evaluation that might lead to 
its transfer. First, knowledge search triggers were presented. Then, different theories about the 
search for knowledge were introduced, pinpointing the importance of social networks and 
knowledge sources in this process. The various contributions to the knowledge evaluation 
theories were eventually discussed. 
However, contrasting with a linear approach of the awareness process, some scholars 
suggested the awareness of a need may not precede awareness of knowledge in every 
knowledge sharing event. Some frameworks built on these remarks were subsequently 
presented. 
2.7 Research questions 
This chapter reviewed the rich body of literature related to knowledge management issues, 
knowledge definition and characteristics, the knowledge reuse and social networks theories, 
the notion of knowledge transfer and eventually the concept of awareness. This review 
highlighted many relevant contributions. Put together, these contributions form a solid 
groundwork on which scholars and practitioners can rely on when dealing with knowledge 
sharing issues. However, the literature review also uncovered some important limitations, 
especially when it comes to describe the awareness phase of the knowledge sharing process 
and the nature of knowledge involved in this stage. As a consequence, this section aims at 
summarizing the limitations revealed in previous chapters. Besides, a set of unanswered 
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2.7.1 Limitations of extent literature 
Hansen et al (2005) stated that most studies on knowledge sharing neglected the awareness 
stage. Moreover, they explained that no distinction was made between the decision phase and 
the subsequent research in the remaining studies. This review confirmed the lack of integrated 
framework on this process. Actually, apart from Majchrzak et al (2004) and Le Van (2006), 
we found no paper that focused on the awareness process only. 
Though, we were able to uncover two major ways of thinking the awareness. On the one 
hand, there is a classical approach which views it as a directed and active linear process. This 
process begins with the need/problem definition that triggers a decision to search, continues 
with a phase of knowledge seeking and ends with the evaluation of the knowledge that has 
been found. On the other hand, several clues made us think there was an alternative to that 
well straight process. Thus, while studying the diffusion of innovation, Rogers (1995) 
wondered if it was the awareness of a need that led to the awareness of an innovation or the 
contrary. Next, Le Van (2006) and Szulanski (1994) answered both ways were possible. 
Thereby, Le Van developed a theory where the different awareness could be randomly 
developed. However, even if his theory let some place for parallel completions, practically, 
each of them had to be completed before another could be initiated. So, those theories 
defended a non linear awareness process where both the definition of the need and the 
discovery of some suitable knowledge could happen first. Le Van (2006) even advocated the 
existence of 3 kinds of awareness a future knowledge reuser had to achieve before being able 
to transfer. These awarenesses of an existence, of a location and of a need could be completed 
in any possible order without impacting the outcome of the whole awareness process. 
However, how well documented these two ways of understanding the awareness process 
were, it wasn’t possible for them to reach a clear consensus. 
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Another issue emerged from the analysis of the literature: it is difficult to tell when the 
transfer begins. Usually, the transfer starts when the decision to do so is taken, between 
Szulanski’s (1996) initiation and implementation. But what should we say when the potential 
reuser accesses the knowledge he may transfer and “tastes” it so as to decide if he is going to 
acquire it? According to Szulanski’s definition, it would mean that the implementation has 
already begun. Yet, this is still the awareness stage since no decision to transfer has been 
taken. So there is a contradiction. Moreover, this decision step cannot be found clearly in Le 
Van’s work no more that he explained why some knowledge was chosen rather than another 
one to fulfil a need.  
Another issue close to that problem rose from the literature review. While studying Le Van’s 
process, a closer analysis revealed that awareness of an existence and awareness of a location 
seemed to be not completely separated. Thus, logically speaking, being aware of where to 
find some knowledge implied the awareness of its existence but knowing that some 
knowledge exists doesn’t imply obligatorily knowing where it is located. Hence, it would 
have been better to say that the awareness of a location was contained within the awareness of 
an existence. This reflexion made us wonder if that awareness of an existence could contain 
other features. Apart from the location, could there be other things potential reusers have to or 
want to be aware of before considering transferring some knowledge? 
As for them, Majchrzak et al (2004) introduced the use of metaknowledge in awareness. They 
explained that the existence of metaknowledge was improving the interest of the potential 
reuser toward some piece of knowledge, even if it was not essential. The problem is that they 
provided too few details about metaknowledge, so we do not know how to categorize them 
and it’s arduous to understand how people embedded in an awareness process could optimize 
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their use. But they also pleaded that the use of metaknowledge for knowledge research 
deserved further study. 
To sum up, all of these theories present some interesting distinctiveness and they address 
many different questions. However, if we try to structure their content so as to bring up a 
whole theory of the awareness process, we will obtain no more than a fuzzy result. This 
statement will remain true if we look for a unified theory of non linear awareness process as 
well as the nature of knowledge accessed during this stage. So there is obviously a research 
gap we could fill. 
2.7.2 Formulating the research questions 
Knowledge has become over the time a critical asset for organizations, which has to be dealt 
by an appropriate knowledge management policy. The close study of knowledge sharing 
processes, which are a vital component of this policy, revealed they could be divided into two 
different categories:  those belonging to an “awareness” phase and those belonging to a 
“knowledge transfer” stage. However, it appeared that the “awareness” phase has not been 
much undertaken by scholars, contrary to the “knowledge transfer” stage, and that there was a 
lack of an integrated view when dealing with this phase. Furthermore, a lack of perspectives 
about the nature of the knowledge involved in this process was uncovered. Those limitations, 
revealed by the literature review, helped us define a set of questions that, despite their 
significance, have received very little focus. 
The questions this research investigates are formulated hereafter 
- How do organization members develop the awareness process? 
- What kind of knowledge is developed or accessed during the awareness process? How 
could we categorize it? 
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Besides, answering these questions might lead to the development of tools that would help 
practitioners improve knowledge sharing efficiency and optimize their contribution to any 
awareness process they encounter. 
Furthermore, in an organizational context, awareness processes have to be carefully 
monitored by managers so as to avoid useless transfers and minimize the stickiness of those 
that are realised. Answering those research questions might therefore provide leads that could 
help managers improve the monitoring of those awareness processes. 
2.8 Conclusion 
This chapter reviewed the literature related to knowledge sharing. It began by defining the 
concept of knowledge. Then, the knowledge sharing processes were investigated. It appeared 
that whereas the transfer phase had received a great deal of interest by scholars, the awareness 
phase had somewhat been neglected, despite being also recognized as highly critical. Thus, 
contributions related to this process presented limitations, especially when it came to describe 
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3 Research Methodology 
We will describe and justify in this chapter the Critical Incident Technique (CIT), which is the 
research methodology selected for this study, chosen in regard to the research questions 
presented in the previous chapter. Then, we will present its application to the present study 
and its according characteristics. 
3.1 Method selection 
3.1.1 Research strategy and nature of research questions 
This study aims at understanding better the “awareness” stage, which comes before any 
transfer of knowledge. The review of the existing literature and its limitations provided the 
main objectives of this study, which are to understand the concepts that lie behind the process 
of awareness, how the awareness process is developed by organization members and how 
knowledge participates to this process. 
Besides, Yin (1994) proposed that the nature of research questions had an impact on the 
choice of research methodology: the form of research question determines the appropriate 
research method to use (see table 3.1).  
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Table 3.1 : Research strategies (Source: Yin 1994) 
Method Form of research question




Experimental How, Why Yes Yes
Survey Who, What, Ware, How 
many, How Much No Yes
Archival Analysis Who, What, Ware, How 
many, How Much No Yes / No
History How, Why No No
Case Study How, Why No Yes
 
A close look to the table 3.1 tells us that our research method could be a case study. Besides, 
as shown in the literature review, there are still few integrated theories that explain the 
development of awareness. Thus, the outcome of this study could be new frameworks related 
to the awareness process. That is why the best strategy for this research would be to stick to 
an inductive and qualitative method rather than a deductive and formal approach. (Adler 
1989).  
To sum up, the nature of the research questions, the goals of this research and a deficiency of 
existing theories called forth the adoption of the case study method. 
3.2 The Critical Incident Technique 
Considering the objectives of that research, we decided to use a case study method. Yet, there 
were many ways to design such a methodology, due to the myriad of techniques and methods 
available (Eisenhardt 1989). Among these, we eventually adopted the Critical Incident 
Technique (CIT), initiated by Flanagan (1956) 
To our knowledge, this method has never been utilised in the Knowledge Management field. 
However; it has often been used in service research area for fifteen years (Gremler 2004). 
Thus, Bitner, Booms and Tetreault (1991) pioneered this method in service research while 
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they were investigating sources of satisfaction and dissatisfaction in service encounters. Their 
work popularized the CIT and at least one hundred forty groups of scholars followed their 
example until now, which reveals the contemporary popularity of the CIT, if not its efficiency 
(Gremler 2004). 
3.2.1 CIT portrayal 
Flanagan (1954 pp.327) defined the Critical Incident Technique as “a set of procedures for 
collecting direct observations of human behaviour and classifying them to facilitate their 
potential usefulness in solving practical problems”. 
This method presents many positive points in view of the focus of our research. First, this 
method is inductive in nature and requires no hypotheses. This is interesting since we are 
looking for a qualitative and inductive research method and are trying to create an awareness 
framework from scratch. Moreover, it allows the scholars to collect a rich set of data (Gabbott 
and Hogg 1996) that comes from the respondents’ point of view, from their own experience 
(Edvardsson 1992). The study results are then developed entirely from their perspective 
(Chell 1998).  
This method is also particularly effective when the topic studied has been barely documented 
before or when it comes to explore a little known phenomenon (Groove & Fisk 1997). 
Patterns and categories will emerge by themselves from the responses and form concepts and 
theories.  To sum up, this method offers a rather flexible set of tools that can be adapted to 
most of the studied situations (Flanagan 1956), which is an appreciated quality in our case. It 
takes the stories that respondents have answered and asks questions about them to categorize 
each one of them within a scheme (Bitner, Booms and Tetreault 1990). 
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This method presents as well some drawbacks. There have been issues on the reliability and 
validity of the method since respondent’s answers may be misunderstood or misinterpreted 
(Edvardsson 1992). Also, recall bias may flaw respondents’ stories since CIT is a 
retrospective research method (Michel 2001).  
However, it’s possible to get around these problems and limit these biases by questioning the 
respondents about a time period recent enough. For instance, Bitner et al (1994) asked 
respondents to report events for the past six months. Flanagan also advised scholars to make 
respondents perform a daily recording to avoid such problems. Anyway, the CIT has proven 
to be robust enough to be chosen as soon as the scholars using it were able to check these 
points and avoid the associated pitfalls (Flanagan 1954; Wilson and Pessano 1988; Ericsson 




  - 62- 
3.2.2 Research Process for CIT Content Analytic Studies (Gremler 2004) 
This research followed the research process roadmap proposed by Gremler (2004). This 
roadmap synthesizes previous works on CIT methods (See table 3.2). 
Step Activity
Determine what the research question is
Determine if the CIT is an appropriate method for understanding this method
Determine what a critical incident will be defined as
Determine the unit of analysis
Develop data collection instruments (story triggering questions…)
Determine appropriate sample (context, respondents…)
Collect data
Identify usable critical incidents
Identify/develop criteria for incident inclusion
Content analysis of critical incidents
Read , reread incidents
Identify recurring themes
Develop classification scheme. Create descriptions of categories (incident, behaviours or
other units of analysis)
Sort incidents using classification scheme
Assess intracoder reliability











Data Analysis and 
Interpretation
 
Table 3.2 : CIT research process roadmap (Source: Adapted from Gremler 2004) 
Thus, in this chapter, we will first determine what a Critical Incident and the units of analysis 
are. Then, we’ll deal with the logic behind the case selection. Eventually, we will discuss 
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about the data collection techniques that have been selected as well as the data analysis 
techniques. 
3.3 Study design 
3.3.1 Definition of a Critical Incident  
In CIT, the data collection is done through the collection of Critical Incidents. Simply 
speaking, a Critical Incident is an incident that is critical. More precisely, an incident was 
identified by Flanagan (1954 pp.327) as “any observable human activity that is sufficiently 
complete in itself to permit inferences and predictions to be made about the person 
performing the act”. In other words, it has to be an activity important enough. Then, to be 
critical, the incident has to bring a significant contribution (positive or negative) to an activity 
(Bitner, Booms and Tetreault 1990). A significant contribution can be a gain of time or the 
improvement of the activity outcome’s quality. 
In sum, a Critical Incident is an “extreme behaviour, either outstandingly effective or 
ineffective with respect to attaining the general aims of the activity” (Flanagan 1954 pp.327). 
These Critical Incidents help gather as much raw material as possible. The units of analysis 
are then applied to this material for patterns to eventually emerge. 
So, before getting on with the research, we have to determine the definition of a Critical 
Incident. 
Given the research objectives of this study, we define a Critical Incident as an awareness 
event that leads to an especially satisfying sharing of knowledge.  
We operationalize our definition in these criteria: 
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- Be a discrete episode, to facilitate their spotting 
- Involve a knowledge sharing event (or at least an awareness event) 
- Involve the interviewee as the knowledge seeker 
- Involve some knowledge never used before by the interviewee, coming from outside 
the organization 
- Have a notable effect on the concerned project and its outcomes (quality of the results, 
length of the project), for the incident to be critical  
- Have sufficient data so that proper analysis can be done 
3.3.2 Definition of data collection procedures 
Now that we have designed what a Critical Incident should be, we need to determine how we 
are going to collect these incidents. Data are often collected through interviews or research 
questionnaires given directly to respondents (Gremler 2004, Stauss and Weinlich 2003, 
Warden et al. 1997). 
Besides, using diverse sources for data collection offers better validity and reliability (Yin 
2003; McCutcheon et al 1993). Eisenhardt (1989 pp.538) claimed that “triangulation, made 
possible by multiple data collection method, provided stronger substantiation of constructs 
and hypothesis”. 
As a consequence, we employed two data collection methods in our research: semi-structured 
interviews and company documents. We chose these methods because of the opportunities 
they provided us. Indeed, interviews are “one of the most important sources of case study 
information” (Yin 2003 pp.89) and the CIT is by many ways very close to a classical case 
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study method, at least in its data collection part. The company documents were there to 
provide additional details and evidences about the cases discussed during the interviews. They 
also allowed us to triangulate the data. Another kind of triangulation was made by questioning 
different interviewees about the same events, thereby providing various points of views and 
filling possible gaps. 
We preferred to use semi-structured interviews rather than structured interviews since they are 
often more fertile when the opinion of different people is collected (Flick 2002). Besides, we 
decided to privilege face to face interviews to avoid any misunderstanding. 
A list of open-ended question was used for interviews (See Appendix A). All the interviews 
were conducted in French and on site, between the 20th of December 2006 and the 15th of 
January 2007. The interviews were recorded and transcribed to keep a trace of them, make the 
reports as detailed as possible and prevent the loss of any useful information. 
3.3.3 Definition of an appropriate sample and respondent characteristics 
Sampling strategy is a crucial part of the research design. An appropriate scheme will indeed 
have a positive influence on the credibility and the later generalization of our results. As a 
consequence, we had to determine the criteria to choose a company for the study. Based on 
the research objectives, we listed the following criteria. 
First, knowledge had to be an important resource of the chosen company. The investigated 
company would thus be likely to take interest in our research. Moreover, this context would 
certify to a certain point that this organization could provide rich data on the issues developed 
in this study. 
Then, the chosen company had to present many ongoing projects, as well in the R&D 
department as in other ones like the production department for instance. Indeed, those projects 
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often ask for new knowledge to improve their outcome or solve problems, which may lead to 
knowledge sharing. So, the more ongoing projects in a company there are, the more Critical 
Incidents we should be able to collect. 
Moreover, the headcount of the chosen organization had to be high enough. Indeed, the more 
people there are in a company, the more opportunities for Critical Incidents to occur and for 
people to be interviewed there are. There were thus greater chances to collect representative, 
interesting and rich incidents. 
Eventually, a convenience aspect also came into consideration in the sampling strategy. It 
would indeed be useless to choose a company according to the above criteria and to discover 
later that this company grants no access to scholars. That is why we also looked for 
companies that offered us the convenience of access. 
While we were seeking for a company to study, a warm and privileged support was to be 
offered by an assistant general manager of LA VOIX DU NORD Group. Acknowledging that 
knowledge sharing was one of the key challenges faced by his organization, he acted as an 
initial contact and gave access to various employees and managers of his company in 
exchange of a written feedback that would expose a fresh perspective on the studied issues. 
3.3.4 Introduction to LA VOIX DU NORD 
LA VOIX DU NORD is one of the five largest regional newspaper companies in France. This 
organization is composed of thirty corporations, employs around 1 300 people and its 
turnover is over 190 millions Euros per year. This company prints roughly 400 000 
newspapers each day. Its ambitions for the next years are to become able to offer regional 
news on multimedia supports and to reach a leading position in this market.  
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LA VOIX DU NORD’s IT department manages all computing matters of the company, from 
the maintenance of the servers to the purchase of new enterprise IT system. As for it, the 
production department manages the printing site. This site employs 240 persons and houses 
the production lines. Thus, it allows the company to print each night 400 000 newspapers split 
up between thirty editions. The most important machines of those production lines are three 
huge 25-years-old rotary presses.  
The organization’s production and labour costs are very high. As a consequence, even if there 
is no R&D department, there are many issues related to the production and its enhancement, 
thus explaining the high number of projects, often aiming at cost reduction and efficiency 
improvement.  
Furthermore, the company belongs to a particular industry: the press printing industry. Its 
distinctiveness is that it has been established for a long time and is now mostly static: there 
have been no or very few newcomers in this industry for 20 years.  
. More importantly, the relationships between the companies belonging to this industry are 
original. Regional newspapers companies like LA VOIX DU NORD represent an important 
part of them. Factually, each newspapers company has established its own selling area a long 
time ago, with little or no evolution over the time. What is essential is that these selling areas 
are contiguous, not superimposed. So there is no reason for the regional newspaper companies 
to compete. “We are more in a synergy than in a competition. This network is worth its 
weight in gold” (P. Ceugniet, assistant general manager).  
As a consequence, there are very few knowledge boundaries between the companies. Even 
more, those newspaper companies are eager to share knowledge. Thus, this industry organizes 
many forums, commissions and gathering. As soon as a newspaper company has found a nice 
innovation, everyone will know it and be able to profit of the knowledge. 
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The lack of knowledge boundaries in this industry partly explains why we decided to limit the 
incident collection to this unique organization. Since all the companies of the press printing 
industry were on an equal footing when confronted to a knowledge sharing issue, it was less 
relevant to ask more than one company for an access to their employees. Moreover, we 
invoke the representative case rationale for a single case (Yin 2003). Thus, the development 
of awareness by individuals and their way to apprehend metaknowledge should not differ for 
a company such as LA VOIX DU NORD from its counterparts. 
To conclude, LA VOIX DU NORD was a company obviously meeting the criteria we set and 
offering an important access. That is why we decided to collect all our Critical Incidents in 
this company. 
3.3.5 Sample and data characteristics 
To obtain relevant data and collect enough Critical Incidents, we sought potential respondents 
such as managers, engineers or technicians that were involved in production/IT projects in the 
company. 
Seven employees kindly accepted to answer our questions during face to face on site 
interviews. Those interviews were semi open and lasted from forty minutes to three hours. 
Some of the interviewees were seen twice to clarify some points and respond additional 
questions. The interviewees were: 
- The two Assistant General Managers  
- The Human Resources Manager 
- The Production General Manager 
- The Mechanical Department General Manager 
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- The IT General Manager 
- A Production/Technical Manager 
The interviewees provided twenty Critical Incidents from which fifteen proved to be relevant 
to the selection criteria. These incidents mainly dealt with the sharing of technologies, 
editorial concepts, IT or heavy equipments that were purchased outside the company, in a 
context of business to business markets. Most of these incidents were critical because they 
involved systems that needed high investments or were to be used during a long time in the 
company.  In other words, the data collected was about reusing technologies and concepts and 
about the need to choose the best ones for the sake of the company, in an inter-organisational 
context. Relatively, there is little in-house R&D or activities where knowledge is created 
solely within the company. 
Date of Interview Informant Critical Incidents
22/12/2006 Assistant General Manager  #1 CI 2, 3
04/01/2007 Assistant General Manager  #2 CI 4, 5, 6
24/12/2006 Human Resources Manager CI 2, 4
10/01/2007 Production General Manager CI 1, 2, 3
12/01/2007 Mechanical Department General Manager CI 1, 3, 10, 13, 15
04/01/2007 IT General Manager CI 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12
12/01/2007 Production/Technical Manager CI 1, 13, 14, 15
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3.3.6 Data classification, analysis and interpretation 
The first step in our data analysis was to define the units of analysis we would use to structure 
our research. These units of analysis have to be defined properly to help answer our research 
questions. The research questions are related to the behaviours that built the awareness 
process (How do organization members develop the awareness process?) and the knowledge 
involved in this process (What kind of knowledge is developed or accessed during the 
awareness process? How could we categorize it?) 
We tried to develop a single unit of analysis that would cover the needs of our research. 
However, behaviours and knowledge are different in nature. So, it was impossible to define a 
unit of analysis that would embrace both concepts and still be accurate enough to conduct a 
proper research.  That is why we determined two different units of analysis. They are: 
- Unit of analysis #1: Discrete critical event or behaviour of the knowledge seeker 
contained within a Critical Incident and whose existence helped it progress. 
- Unit of analysis #2: Discrete exchange or written material evoked within a 
Critical Incident and containing knowledge whose existence helped the process 
progress. 
The first unit of analysis was thus utilised to find answers to the first research question 
whereas the second one was utilised to answer the second research question. 
Besides, our Critical Incidents were defined as broad series of events so that each of them 
could contain as much raw material as possible. Since our units of analysis were defined more 
specifically and at an event level, each Critical Incident was therefore likely to contain several 
samples of both units of analysis. As a consequence, the analysis of the 15 Critical Incidents 
provided us 88 units of analysis #1 and 133 units of analysis #2. 
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With the collected data, in order to answer the research questions without giving up too many 
details, we utilised the incident classification system (Bitner, Booms and Tetreault 1990) to 
categorize the content of the Critical Incidents. This process consists on carefully reading, 
rereading the Critical Incidents to find where units of analysis are and then sort them out into 
categories according to similarities in the reported incidents. Indeed, after some time, some 
similarities began to appear. At that time, we had to identify their exact nature in order to 
label each category. “Over and over, the units of analysis were sorted, combined and resorted 
until all units in a category are more similar to each other than they are to those in any other 
category”  (Bitner, Booms and Tetreault 1990 pp.74). 
In our research, the first stage of the data classification was to determine what would be the 
categories related to each unit of analysis. What are the categories of event and behaviours 
building an awareness process? What categories of knowledge are addressed during the 
process? Two grouping processes resulted in the definition of four major categories for the 
first unit of analysis and two sets of categories for the second one (the first of them is 
composed of 2 categories, the other one is composed of 4 categories). The data was then 
sorted between the different categories. 
3.4 Conclusion 
To conclude the previous chapter, we formulated a set of unanswered research questions 
bearing on the awareness stage of the knowledge sharing process and the nature of the related 
knowledge accessed or developed during this phase. 
This chapter logically follows by describing and justifying the selected research method. The 
lack of integrated theories related to the research questions called for a case-study 
methodology. Often used in service research, the Critical Incident Technique was selected. 
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Research design and implementation were presented next. We chose to collect our data in a 
single company, LA VOIX DU NORD GROUP, due to the research objectives and 
constraints. Last, data classification and analysis led to the definition of two units of analysis, 
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4 Main case study  
4.1 Background 
We use the CIT to discover new perspectives on the “awareness” stage, the early phase of the 
knowledge sharing process. The present study aims at specifying its definition, at elaborating 
its fundamental components, at explaining how this stage is developed and finally at studying 
the kind of knowledge that is accessed during that phase. The access to the case company was 
granted by one of the two assistant general managers. Data collection relied on interviews and 
company documents. In a one month period, semi structured interviews lasting an average of 
two hours were conducted with seven senior managers from various departments, including 
the IT and the production ones. 
4.2 Critical Incidents collected 
4.2.1 LA VOIX DU NORD  
The present study was conducted in French newspaper company LA VOIX DU NORD, and 
in particular in its production and IT departments. Interviews were also executed at the 
general management level of the group, where strategic decisions are made. 
4.2.2 Overall context of the industry and local contexts of the company 
Before presenting the Critical Incidents we collected, it is essential to describe the overall 
context that surrounds LA VOIX DU NORD and its employees.  
This context has two different aspects, a local/specific one and an overall/organisational one. 
One the one hand, there is the overall context that may impact the whole company and every 
employee. Its economical aspect, which has unsurprisingly a tremendous influence, is related 
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to the printing industry situation and to the newspaper market. Unfortunately, its situation 
isn’t currently that good, due to many reasons.  
First, the newspaper market has been slowly decreasing for a long time: there are less and less 
readers each year (-0.5% a year). Moreover, this fall has been worsened by Internet and the 
trivialization of the free newspapers. Finally, production and labour costs in the industry have 
grown very high through the decades. The consequences of this unwelcome economical 
context are bore at the organisational level. 
Therefore, LA VOIX DU NORD has launched several projects in order to overcome these 
difficulties. The organizational aspect of the context is a direct consequence of this policy. It 
imposes a general direction to the company as well as it sets its projects characteristics. Thus, 
LA VOIX DU NORD has launched huge programs to redress the sales and reduce the 
production costs.  
From 2005 to 2006, the project that kept the whole company busy was the change of 
newspaper’s format. Indeed, polls of readers as well as a drop off in sale proved it was high 
time to do it. As a consequence, it was decided to modify it, going from a broadsheet format 
to a tabloid format (half as large as a broadsheet format). This project impacted all the 
company’s departments and was finalized in May 2006. 
From 2007 to 2009, three others projects are going to occupy LA VOIX DU NORD 
employees’ mind. They may even be the most important ones in the company for the past ten 
years. These projects are: buying new rotary presses and production lines for a cost of 40 
millions €, moving the company to new headquarters and developing the multimedia services 
of the company through the establishment of a regional web portal. Indeed, LA VOIX DU 
NORD wants to become a multimedia company whose activity would be to collect regional 
news and distribute them on any media.  
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On the other hand, there are local factors that impact LA VOIX DU NORD’s various 
departments. Let’s focus for instance on the local context surrounding the production 
department. It has actually a perilous position. Indeed, it stands between the editing board, 
who wants to write the newspaper as late as possible, and the deliverers, who have to bring 
the newspapers to their final destination as soon as possible. Moreover, thirty editions are 
printed every day:  fifty minutes are needed to print each of these editions, plus fifteen 
minutes to change the settings of the rotary presses between each edition. Since the rotary 
presses can’t produce anything while they are set up, newspapers are produced only half of 
the time the rotary presses are online.  
So, this local context helps us understand why managers working at the production 
department consider time as a highly precious resource. Therefore, they would do anything to 
increase the real production time. 
To sum up, the behaviour of the respondents was depending on various factors, consequences 
of overall context as much as the specific environments in which they are embedded. 
4.2.3  Critical Incidents 
Our research aims at understanding better the development of awareness by individuals and 
the nature of knowledge involved in this process. To do so, we asked the interviewed 
managers to describe one or several events they encountered. These events involved inter 
organizational knowledge sharing that brought a significant contribution to their activity.  
Hereafter are presented the fifteen Critical Incidents that emerged from our interviews. 
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4.2.3.1 CI 1: Paper knives in the rotary press 
Mr Pihéry is responsible for the mechanical section in the production department of LA 
VOIX DU NORD. His main responsibility is to look after the maintenance of the machinery 
equipment at the production facility. 
According to Mr Pihéry, technicians of the production department kept having problems with 
the original paper knives of the rotary presses. There were numerous stops during the 
production because of benign yet repetitive problems due to the low quality of the paper. Mr 
Pihéry also knew that with the new newspaper format, the paper knives would have to cut 
many more paper, which could increase the stops frequency.  
Therefore, Mr Pihéry had been looking for new solutions for some time and had contacted 
several suppliers. He also had been looking at the systems utilised in production facilities of 
other newspaper companies. 
Mr Pihéry eventually noticed a paper knives system in an advertisement brochure. Attracted 
by the technical aspects of this system, he met a salesman of the system that presented this 
new system in details. They agreed on testing it at LA VOIX DU NORD printing facility. 
Such trials had been done with other systems before, but with no satisfactory outcome. 
However, this present system was satisfying. Indeed, this new system has far less breakdowns 
and its maintenance proved to be cheaper. So, the system was eventually purchased and 
installed.  
4.2.3.2 CI 2: The SMED method 
The second Critical Incident was conveyed by Mr Ceugniet, the general production manager. 
He manages the whole production department which includes the production facilities. 
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As we explained before, LA VOIX DU NORD changed its newspaper format in 2006. This 
new format brought some changes to the production. Indeed, it increased the time needed 
between each edition of the newspaper (there are thirty of them). So, there was a daily 
additional delay that he had to recover. 
Mr Ceugniet was looking for solutions and asked a consultant from the IFRA, an independent 
organization working with the printing industry, to provide some advices. 
Among other solutions, this consultant proposed to apply the SMED (Single Minute 
Exchange of Die) method at LA VOIX DU NORD so as to improve the efficiency of the 
technicians working on the rotary presses. This method consisted in the recording of the 
operations during the production process and their subsequent analysis. It was applied 
successfully, leading to the definition of tricks and thus allowing the gain of a significant 
amount of time (twenty minutes a day) during the operations. 
4.2.3.3 CI 3: New rotary presses 
Mr Bogneux is one of the two assistant general managers at LA VOIX DU NORD. He was 
more specifically responsible for the project “Change of rotary presses”. 
One of the most important projects of the past ten years at LA VOIX DU NORD was the 
change of format. However, even after the completion of that project, the newspaper’s sales 
continued to drop. So, a new initiative was needed. Besides, it was urgent to modernize the 
means of production that were getting old. Even if the rotary presses were not worn away, 
their electronics components had become obsolete. Moreover, it was necessary to catch up the 
lag on the free newspapers. Indeed, they were printed in full colours whereas LA VOIX DU 
NORD was mostly in black and white (and cost 1€ to readers). 
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However, while the format change was ongoing, it was not possible to launch the rotary 
presses replacement. That change was substantial enough for the company not to engage 
another difficult process. So, the completion of the format change project meant it was high 
time to define the specifications of the new machines. 
The specifications of the new equipment had to conform to the expectation of the readers, the 
advertising department as well as the technical, maintenance and financial aspects.  
It was analysed that less time and newspapers had to be spoilt at each start-up of the rotary 
presses (multiplied by thirty start-ups a night). Mr Bogneux also desired to minimize the work 
force on the production line. Furthermore, he knew how many newspapers the rotary presses 
had to produce in a given time and how many pages a newspaper he wanted. It was finally 
decided to utilize four rotary presses (with one of them as spare), which were smaller and less 
complex than the previous ones. 
Then a book gathering all the specifications was realised and was submitted to the rotary 
presses suppliers, which are no more than four or five in the world. Since Mr Bogneux had 
little time to make a choice, he preferred to concentrate on the solutions provided by three of 
them, chosen according to their credibility and their accessibility. 
All the solutions were carefully studied, visits on production facilities were made, prices were 
negotiated and one model was eventually selected by Mr Bogneux.  
4.2.3.4 CI 4: Subscribers management (Finland) 
Mr Leduc is the other assistant general manager at LA VOIX DU NORD. He was more 
specifically responsible for the project “Change of format” in 2005. 
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A few years ago, Mr Leduc attended the presentation of a Finnish newspaper during a printing 
industry show. It explained the organization’s process to manage its subscribers. This 
demonstration seemed relevant to Mr Leduc who decided to retain the idea. 
Later, during the change of format, was raised the problem of informing LA VOIX DU 
NORD’s subscribers. Mr Leduc then remembered the Finnish process and thought it could be 
useful to solve their present need. 
Therefore, he went on this newspaper’s website. Then, he discovered they were still using this 
process and had even developed it a little bit more. So, he decided to visit this Finnish 
company so as to see how they kept their subscribers informed and which tools they used 
when they wanted them to react. 
About the outsourcing 
There was a reflexion at LA VOIX DU NORD about the outsourcing in 2005. It aimed at 
improving the company’s competitiveness. The general management had to decide which 
parts of the group could be outsourced. To do so, they defined the key values at the core of 
the company’s strategy, in other words the areas where the company’s value-added was 
significant. For LA VOIX DU NORD, it was the production, the edition and so on… Thus, 
they could be interested by every outsourcing opportunity that wasn’t related to these key 
factors. 
4.2.3.5 CI 5: Outsourcing (Ireland) 
Over a convention in Moscow, Mr Leduc attended a presentation explaining how an Irish 
newspaper company had outsourced numerous activities. 
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It seemed pertinent to him because these projects looked like what LA VOIX DU NORD 
would be able to do. Moreover, Ireland was close to France, which could facilitate a possible 
knowledge exchange. 
As a consequence, he kept this Irish company in mind. This contact could be useful if LA 
VOIX DU NORD decided to outsource some of its activities, for example the accountancy 
department. Eventually, it was decided that Mr Leduc would visit this company in 2007. 
4.2.3.6 CI 6: Obituary outsourcing 
Mr Leduc heard from a colleague that a newspaper company had outsourced its obituary 
activities by installing a special IT system in burial societies’ computers.  This project 
attracted Mr Leduc. Indeed, obituary activities were not part of the key factors of LA VOIX 
DU NORD. So he thought he could outsource these activities in his company as well.  
However, while he was investigating this project implementation at the other newspaper 
company, it appeared that only 5% of the burial societies were using the IT system, due to a 
lack of interest or motivation. So, he abandoned the idea to apply it in LA VOIX DU NORD. 
Even if this idea and the associated tools were good, their implementation proved to be a 
failure. 
4.2.3.7 CI 7: Advertisement management IT 
Mr. Jourdin is the general manager of the IT department. He has to manage every problematic 
related to that area. 
The advertisement activities of the company are managed through IT systems. From time to 
time, an IT system becomes obsolete and Mr. Jourdin has to purchase a new one. The last 
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time it happened, Mr. Jourdin had no choice but to select a tool chosen by ROSSEL GROUP, 
which owns LA VOIX DU NORD GROUP.  
There was no reflexion about which tool of the market would be the best. Indeed, in order to 
improve the synergy within the group, ROSSEL GROUP had identified a trajectory for the IT 
management whose every company belonging to the group had to follow. Hence, in the case 
of the advertisement activities management, ROSSEL had selected a particular IT system. So 
Mr. Jourdin followed that decision. 
4.2.3.8 CI 8: Editing management IT 
Mr. Jourdin knew that LA VOIX DU NORD wanted to develop its activities in the 
multimedia field, especially since the project 2007/2009 had been launched. 
Then, as he was doing some technological monitoring, he noticed a solution that could help 
the management of the company’s website along the editorial systems. This IT system 
allowed the dynamic publication of the newspaper’s content on the company’s websites. 
Thus, he thought this IT system could potentially answer the needs of the company and 
provide it an added value within the framework of the 2007/2009 project. 
4.2.3.9 CI 9: Retail sales IT 
LA VOIX DU NORD sells newspapers through two channels: home delivery and retail sales 
in kiosks. An IT system was utilised to manage the newspapers delivery at the different 
selling points. However, this IT system did not answer the organization’s needs any more 
because of its obsolescence. A new one was necessary. 
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While he was seeking for it, Mr. Jourdin discovered through his network the existence of an 
interesting solution at LE DAUPHINE, another newspaper company. It seemed that they had 
answered the problematic quite efficiently. 
So, Mr. Jourdin visited LE DAUPHINE’s headquarters several times to see how they had 
managed the project and what the structure around this IT, its assets or the pitfalls to avoid 
were. He eventually concluded that this solution was the appropriate answer to his problem 
and decided to install it at LA VOIX DU NORD. 
4.2.3.10 CI 10: IT to save ink 
A supplier of the company, which had already clinched many sales with LA VOIX DU 
NORD, told Mr. Jourdin it had applied an innovative solution in another newspaper company 
and proposed him to visit it. 
As a consequence, Mr. Jourdin met a counterpart from NICE MATIN, the concerned 
newspaper company. This colleague explained how NICE MATIN had implemented that 
program. Then, Mr. Jourdin saw by himself it was working well. 
This IT system used an algorithm that allowed to save ink during the newspapers printing. 
Thus, up to 15% of the ink usually consumed could be saved. Moreover, the printing quality 
was improved. 
Even if this solution was found outside the context of a clearly defined project, Mr. Jourdin 
decided to apply it at LA VOIX DU NORD. Indeed, it was offering a money saving and a 
gain of quality. The solution was eventually installed in 2007. 
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4.2.3.11 CI 11: Company networking IT 
Mr. Jourdin was well aware that the IT system managing LA VOIX DU NORD’s IT network 
would not be commercialised any more in June 2007. Thereby, there would not be customer 
service or IT system improvements any more as well.  
As a consequence, he decided to get a new system and sent a book of specifications to several 
suppliers he had previously selected. These suppliers, which were representative of the 
market, had a good reputation within LA VOIX DU NORD. So he was confident that these 
companies could offer him a solution at least as good as what any other supplier could 
provide.  
Mr Jourdin then collected the answers to his book of specifications and studied them. At that 
time, an iterative work was launched with the suppliers to accurately evaluate their proposals. 
He finally designed a decision matrix based on technical and financial matters and chose the 
best solution according to that matrix. 
4.2.3.12 CI 12: IT related to the printing plates 
The production of printing plates is one of the daily problems the production department has 
to deal with. A machine had been recently chosen to do that. Then, Mr. Jourdin tried to find 
an IT that could work along the machine at the best overall efficiency. Indeed, this machine 
set a context in which the IT system had to run.  
Yet, there was no IT system that suited the context perfectly. Moreover, the basic versions of 
these solutions were costly and it was economically unsustainable to customize one of them to 
fill the context properly. 
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Mr. Jourdin finally chose the solution that was fitting the context best, though it was not doing 
it perfectly. It was suiting very well some aspects of the context and not as well other ones. In 
other words, he preferred to pick the best compromise among what was proposed to him. 
4.2.3.13 CI 13: Micro point camera in the rotary press 
Mr. Robicquet is the mechanical department general manager.  
LA VOIX DU NORD utilizes process printing. As a consequence, each time a rotary press is 
started, some time is needed to set up the double exposure of the colours.  
Until now, an employee had to adjust the colours so as to obtain a clean-looking printing. 
However, this way of setting up spoiled more than 1500 newspapers at each start-up. It also 
cost time.  Since thirty editions are printed a day and therefore thirty start-ups are needed, it 
was necessary to reduce these wastes.  
Then, Mr. Robicquet discovered in a brochure another solution. It was based on a technology 
using electronic cameras. This system did not need visible marks and did its job almost 
instantly after the start-up, then continuing it automatically during the printing. Thereby, this 
new system offered a tremendous gain in set up wastes and time. It also inferred a gain of 
human resources. 
Three suppliers were able to propose a suitable product based on that micropoint technology. 
Mr. Robicquet chose one of them according to price and delivery time considerations. The 
system was eventually installed on one of the rotary presses in 2006. 
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4.2.3.14 CI 14: Paper band guidance in the rotary press 
In the production line, many paper bands travel from the rotary presses to the press brake 
where the newspapers are finalised. Free cylinders are used to bring these paper bands where 
they are needed.  
These cylinders are covered with a granular coating to hold steady the bands. This coating is 
crucial. Indeed, the tiniest defect on it would cause unwelcome folds on the paper bands. 
Since there are plenty of cylinders on the production line, there are many occasions to get 
folds.  
Recently, some used up cylinders were replaced. At that time, Mr. Pihéry thought he could 
increase the product quality by finding a technology that would eliminate any risk of fold. So 
he searched appropriate systems. 
He discovered a solution based on a plasma coating applied on the cylinders and then tested 
it. However, this coating was uniformly applied on the whole cylinder. Therefore, the 
cylinder’s imperfections were reproduced on the surface of the coating, which was thus likely 
to produce folds. As a consequence, Mr. Pihéry preferred to stick to his old technology. He 
eventually contacted his usual supplier and ordered him the same kind of cylinders he used to 
have. 
4.2.3.15 CI 15: Laser pointing technology used to position cylinders in 
the press 
Mr. Pihéry was looking at some catalogues when he spotted a new technology using laser to 
position the cylinders in the production line. This system interested him because he was 
experiencing at that time some problems related to the paper band guidance. 
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Yet, even if this technology sounded very promising, Mr. Pihéry decided not to use it until the 
new rotary presses were bought. Indeed, this technique establishes with a laser control a basis 
of comparison on the production line. Afterwards, this basis of comparison will be compared 
to new sets of measures that are scheduled every year in order to correct any possible move of 
the cylinders. Hence, it was irrelevant to spend resources to create a basis of comparison just 
before the whole production line was to be replaced, thus making this basis useless. 
So, as soon as the new rotary presses are bought and the new production lines are installed,  
Mr. Pihéry will create a reference of the cylinders positions with the laser pointing 
technology. 
4.3 Context and working definitions 
In order to avoid any misunderstanding, we decided to set a clear context to this study. 
Therefore, we propose to establish some working definitions on the basic notions we 
introduced in the previous paragraph. Hence, awareness will be described hereafter as the 
process through which “the knowledge needed to identify at an individual level what 
advantageous knowledge should be transferred from who/where is acquired.” (Le Van 2007 
pp.110) 
Since we were studying the awareness at an individual level, we also had to define who would 
be the person engaged in the process. We decided to refer him as the potential knowledge 
reuser (or potential reuser). Indeed, that person is looking for some existing knowledge so as 
to transfer and to reuse it. Furthermore, we preferred the term potential reuser to knowledge 
seeker because that kind of term could interfere with the understanding of the results. For 
instance, we didn’t want to describe the behaviours of a knowledge seeker who could find 
some interesting knowledge perchance, without actually seeking for it. 
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Since knowledge sharing explains how some knowledge gets noticed then transferred to 
answer a need, we also had to characterize the knowledge involved in the awareness process. 
First, we chose to define knowledge as interpreted information (Ackoff 1989). The 
knowledge involved in the Critical Incidents we studied was explicit (or tacit easily 
specifiable (Kedia and Bhagat 1988)) know-how or know-why. Besides, it was contained 
within companies external to the potential reuser’s one and was sufficient to fulfil an 
industrial objective. If some part of it wasn’t transferred, the remaining part would not be 
suitable to fulfil the goal it was supposed to reach as a whole or it would be far less efficient 
in doing so. So, to avoid any future confusion, we chose to refer to that knowledge which may 
be transferred by a potential reuser as the transferable knowledge. 
However, that transferable knowledge is not the only one involved in a knowledge reuse 
process and, as a result, in an awareness process. Different knowledge is accessed during that 
stage.  This knowledge, explicit or tacit specifiable (Kedia and Bhagat 1988), is mostly 
metaknowledge about the transferable knowledge. To describe it more easily, we identified it 
as units of knowledge called pieces of knowledge. We define a piece of knowledge as an 
exchange or some written material containing enough knowledge to answer a precise 
question. 
The last element of an awareness process is the need, which represents what the potential 
reuser desires to find in the transferable knowledge. Actually, we considered in our research 
that a need was composed of explicit or tacit specifiable knowledge established by the 
potential reuser himself or utilised by him. 
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4.4 Conclusion 
This chapter presented the main case study. A short introduction to LA VOIX DU NORD 
GROUP gave the insurance that collecting data from that source only was an appropriate 
choice to this research. A collection of 15 Critical Incidents was then described, providing 
various knowledge sharing events. Eventually, we introduced a set of working definitions for 
the basic notions that are going to be involved in its results. We will now uncover the first 
findings of our research and therefore focus on the identification of the different categories 
related to the first unit of analysis we defined in the research method chapter. 
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5 Research findings: The awareness process 
5.1 Definition of 4 categories 
The main results of research involving the CIT are categories and groups appearing through a 
classification process. In this section, we will thus describe the categories related to the first 
Unit of Analysis. For the record, we defined it in the methodology chapter as being any 
discrete event or behaviour of the potential reuser that was contained within a Critical 
Incident and whose existence helped it progress. The initial sorting of the collected units of 
analysis from the 15 Critical Incidents resulted in the establishment of four categories of 
events or individual behaviours, leading to the building of awareness. 
Category one:  Events affecting the potential reuser or potential reuser’s behaviours, through 
which he discovers which knowledge he could transfer and through which he defines them 
precisely. 
When a potential reuser behaves in a certain way or when he is exposed to appropriate events, 
he can discover transferable knowledge he has never heard of or he can improve his 
knowledge of those he already knew the existence of. These behaviours can be initiated by 
some thoughts of the potential reuser or be a consequence of him facing new contexts or 
situations. For instance, they may occur when he interacts with people or databases, after 
some targeted searches or because of serendipitous, unexpected encounters. These events and 
behaviours lead the potential reuser to increase his awareness of the transferable knowledge 
that surrounds him (and that he can access). The more elements of this category a potential 
reuser is experimenting, the more aware of the transferable knowledge surrounding him he is 
likely to be.  
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Category two:  Events affecting the potential reuser or potential reuser’s behaviours, through 
which he discovers what his needs are and through which he defines them precisely. 
When a potential knowledge reuser behaves in a certain way or when he is exposed to 
appropriate events, he can discover what his needs are or specify their characteristics. These 
events are often related to the appearance of some troubles or the sudden awareness of an 
issue / a gap not spotted before. These behaviours can also be a reaction to some external 
stimulation or be a decision made after an analysis of a given situation. For example, they can 
occur when a potential knowledge reuser is working on a project or after the update of his 
company’s general strategy. Eventually, these behaviours lead to an increase for the potential 
reuser of what his needs are. The more events or behaviours of this category a potential reuser 
is experimenting, the more aware of his needs he is likely to be.  
Category three: Events affecting the potential reuser or potential reuser’s behaviours, 
through which he realizes the importance of one of his needs. 
When a potential knowledge reuser behaves in a certain way or when he is exposed to 
appropriate events, he can realize that one of the needs he is already aware of is important. By 
important, we mean that the potential reuser thinks that need is critical to his activities and 
thus had to be answered. Many of a reuser’s behaviours are somehow linked to the 
importance he grants to his needs. Thereby, he has a will to spend more time dealing with an 
important need, trying to define it and solving it.  
Yet, this category has not to be confounded with the second one. Thus, even if a potential user 
is aware of his needs, he won’t necessarily think they are important enough to be fulfilled 
uppermost. Yet, a potential reuser can be convinced that one of his needs is very important 
while knowing little about it. So, the more behaviours or events of that category a potential 
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reuser encounters, the more importance he is likely to grant to his needs and the more efforts 
he is likely to engage into their fulfilment. 
Category four: Events affecting the potential reuser or potential reuser’s behaviours, through 
which he understands how some knowledge he knows the existence of suits or does not suit 
one of his needs.  
When a potential reuser behaves in a certain way or when he is exposed to appropriate events, 
he can realize that a transferable knowledge he is aware of (a least a little bit) is somehow 
useful and could answer a need he is also aware of. The understanding of this usefulness is 
realised through comparisons between his needs and the transferable knowledge he knows the 
existence of.  
However, this fourth category is different from the first one. Indeed, even if a potential reuser 
is aware of transferable knowledge surrounding him, he will not necessarily think that it is 
useful to him. So, the more behaviours or events of that category a potential reuser 
encounters, the more aware of the usefulness of the transferable knowledge he already knows 
he is likely to be. 
5.2 Data distribution  
We displayed in the following table the distribution of the collected units of analysis among 
the different categories. 
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1 5 3 2 2 12
2 1 1 1 0 3
3 3 5 3 3 14
4 4 1 1 1 7
5 2 1 1 1 5
6 2 1 1 2 6
7 1 1 1 1 4
8 1 1 1 1 4
9 2 0 1 1 4
10 2 1 1 1 5
11 2 2 1 2 7
12 1 1 0 1 3
13 2 1 1 2 6
14 1 2 1 1 5
15 1 1 0 1 3
Sum 30 22 16 20 88
% 32,00% 29,00% 13,00% 26,00% 100,00%
 
Table 5.1 : Distribution of the collected units of analysis #1 among the different 
categories 
Let us focus on the data and more particularly on its distribution among the different 
categories. Yet, we clearly state that there weren’t enough pieces of data to test anything 
statistically. Besides, now and thereafter, the frequency of occurrence of the kind of event 
represented by a particular category cannot be inferred from the data. Nor can greater 
importance be inferred by greater frequencies in a particular category (Wilson-Pessano, 
1988).  
For the record, each Critical Incident contained a range of 3 to 14 units of analysis with a 
mean of 6. Around one third of the collected data belonged to the first category, which 
describes behaviours related to the awareness of transferable knowledge. The second and 
fourth category each gathered close to 25% of the data while the remaining 15% belonged to 
the third category, which represented the behaviours related to the importance of a need. 
The propositions of category we established will be analyzed and discussed subsequently. 
This discussion will allow us to answer the first research question. 
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5.3 Answering research question: definition of internal sub 
processes 
The fifteen Critical Incidents we previously described provided a precise account of events at 
the end of which some transferable knowledge was shared by organization members between 
companies. Contrary to most of the previous studies on knowledge sharing, we chose to focus 
on the phase happening before the transfer of knowledge. This phase, the awareness stage 
occurs when a potential reuser/receiver is identifying a gap and some valuable knowledge that 
could fill that gap (Szulanski 1994).  
We reviewed the collected data and categorized it with the help of the CIT. At that time, we 
understood that the behaviours and events related to the building of the awareness belonged to 
four different types. Moreover, it appeared that the development of each concept associated to 
each of those four categories was necessary to complete the awareness process and then 
initiate a knowledge transfer. Besides, we detected no compulsory order of completion for 
these concepts. So, we concluded these behaviours and the way they occurred couldn’t fit a 
one-dimensional process as proposed by Majchrzak et al (2004) or Markus (2001). 
Eventually, we noted that the respondents’ behaviour depended on various factors, 
consequences of organizational contexts as well as local ones. 
The four categories of behaviours and events leading to the development of the awareness 
stage by a potential reuser we propose are: 
- Building the awareness of a transferable knowledge. 
- Building the awareness of a need. 
- Realizing the importance of one of the needs the potential reuser is aware of. 
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- Realizing the usefulness of a transferable knowledge the potential reuser is aware of 
toward a need he’s aware of. 
5.3.1 Building the awareness of a transferable knowledge 
A potential reuser has to be aware of some knowledge if he ever wants to transfer it. 
However, one may have more troubles to explain how this awareness is developed.  
The first step of this process is the establishment by the potential reuser of the most essential 
part of information he can get about any knowledge: the awareness of its existence. Without 
that part, it would be impossible for him to learn more about the transferable knowledge. For 
instance, in Critical Incident 15, Mr. Pihéry was looking at some catalogues when he spotted a 
new technology. It was using a laser to position cylinders in the production line. At that very 
time, he knew nothing about that technology aside from its existence. Yet, this event marked 
the beginning of an awareness process that led him to fully discover and understand the laser 
technology before deciding its transfer. 
Of course, knowing that some transferable knowledge exists is not enough for a potential 
reuser to choose to reuse it. Building the awareness of some transferable knowledge also 
means gathering some information about it. This help the potential reuser answer any relevant 
question concerning the transferable knowledge: what is it? Where is it? In whom or in what 
is it embedded? What is it for? Why has it been created? How can it be used? And so on... 
Hence, only a potential reuser who is able to answer all these questions could affirm he 
possesses an acceptable awareness of the transferable knowledge. 
Some of the questions displayed before made us propose that the development of awareness 
of a source described by Le Van (2006) was actually included in that category. Indeed, 
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knowing the source of some transferable knowledge is part of the numerous details a potential 
reuser can gather about some knowledge. 
The awareness of a transferable knowledge is mostly built through meeting, research or 
enquiries. For instance, newspapers companies are often courted by furnishers. Their 
employees have thereby opportunities to discover new technologies and knowledge. That is 
what Mr. Jourdin experienced in Critical Incident 10.  
The technological monitoring is also an important source of fresh knowledge, as presented in 
Critical Incident 5. Over a convention in Moscow, Mr. Leduc attended a presentation during 
which he discovered how an Irish newspaper company had externalised numerous activities.  
The processes used by the Irish company to do so interested him. As we can see above, 
organisation members doing technological monitoring are often going to industrial shows or 
surfing on the Internet. It helps them being aware of the evolutions in various domains. They 
do not answer a specific need. Instead, they are watching what similar companies are 
experiencing or talking with colleagues. It improves their culture and can help them later 
when they are confronted to a new problem: it also gives them maturity for the future 
decisions. 
Finally, the awareness of the transferable knowledge is built through personal investigations. 
If a potential reuser hears of new interesting knowledge, he may go on the field to figure it by 
himself and to gather some information about it. For instance, in Critical Incident 4, Mr Leduc 
decided to visit a Finnish company. Indeed, he wanted to see how it kept its subscribers 
informed and which tools the company used when it wanted them to react. 
We presented what the awareness of a transferable knowledge was and how it was built. Yet, 
we have to add a precision to those explanations:  being aware of some transferable 
knowledge has not to be confused with having/possessing it (which means it has already been 
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transferred). When, in Critical Incident 9, Mr. Jourdin went to LE DAUPHINE’s headquarters 
to see how they had managed a project, he gathered much information about it. Yet, even with 
that knowledge, he did not possess the technology related to this project at that time. All the 
knowledge gathered during the awareness phase was somehow related to the transferable 
knowledge (the technology transferred later) but was definitively not it.  
So, as illustrated by that example, the knowledge gathered during the development of this 
category is essentially metaknowledge about the transferable knowledge. Of course, it isn’t 
sufficient to fill directly the gap that asks for a knowledge transfer. Instead, it provides 
information about the transferable knowledge to the potential reuser. So that he can decide if a 
transfer is relevant. It gives the potential reuser a clear idea of what he could achieve if he 
received the discussed knowledge. Majchrzak et al (2004) introduced this concept of 
metaknowledge in their research but didn’t really look into it. We thought we should go 
deeper in that direction, which will be done later in this thesis. 
As a conclusion, we remarked that the present category contained a slightly higher percentage 
of data than its counterparts. The awareness is the process during which some knowledge is 
discovered and evaluated through the accumulated information about it. So, this distribution 
seemed logical to us since this category definition was strongly related to the core of the 
studied process. Therefore, the interviewees were more likely to talk of events contained in 
this category. Yet, this is only speculation since there wasn’t enough data to prove something 
statistically. 
To sum up, for a potential reuser, building the awareness of some transferable knowledge is 
close to the awareness often mentioned in the literature. It is about discovering the existence 
of potentially transferable knowledge and gathering metaknowledge about it. So, a potential 
user will not be likely to transfer some knowledge until he has built a serious awareness of it. 
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Acquisition of metaknowledge 
about a transferrable knowledge 
Good awareness of a 
transferrable knowledge
No awareness of a 
transferrable knowledge
Awareness of the transferrable 
knowledge’s existence
 
Figure 5.1 : Awareness of a transferrable knowledge 
However, the critical behaviours and events we collected were not all related to the building 
of the awareness of a transferable knowledge. We discovered that other kinds of structures 
were developed through the awareness process and were necessary for a transfer to occur. 
One of them was the awareness of a need. 
5.3.2 Building of the awareness of a need 
Little interest was granted to the need in the past studies on the awareness process. Moreover, 
they often considered a previously acquired awareness of a need as granted (Majchrzak et al 
2004). The close study of our data made us strongly disagree with that statement: as we will 
show in this section, the awareness of a need can be and is actually built at the same time than 
the other components involved in the awareness process. Moreover, almost no scholar 
concentrated on the way it was built and what was built. Therefore, we will try to explore 
theses aspects in the following paragraphs. 
The awareness of a need is close to the awareness of a transferable knowledge in the way it is 
developed. It begins with the potential reuser discovering that he has a need (existence of the 
need). This is often due to the appearance of some troubles, the sudden awareness of an issue 
or because of a knowledge gap not spotted before. For instance, in Critical Incident 1, Mr. 
Pihéry discovered he had a need when technicians of the production department were 
encountering unceasing problems with the native paper knives of the rotary presses.  
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Then, the potential reuser deepens his awareness of that need by establishing the nature of the 
knowledge he would have to transfer to solve the need. In Critical Incident 1, Mr. Pihéry 
understood that the main cause of his problem was the paper quality. Indeed, it had changed 
after the acquisition of the paper knives system. So he determined that he would have to get a 
new system that could work with any kind of paper to overcome his problem. 
In other words, building the awareness of a need means gathering some information about 
that need in order to answer any relevant question concerning it: what is that need? Why is 
there a need? What does the reuser have to look for in order to answer it? And so on... A 
potential reuser who is able to do so can affirm he possesses an acceptable awareness of the 
need. 
Our data allowed us to detect two different ways for a potential reuser to build his awareness 
of a need. On the one hand, in some occurrences, the awareness of the need is developed as a 
consequence of a specific event. Thus, the potential reuser discovers he has a need when some 
problem related to his work occurs (like in Critical Incident 1), when a specific project is 
launched to answer a given problematic (like in Critical Incident 11) or when he suddenly 
discovers some knowledge he did not know the existence of but could be useful to him (like 
in Critical Incident 15). Then, the potential reuser develops his awareness of a need through 
the establishment of specifications. These specifications describe the explicit characteristics of 
a solution that would answer the need. They help him find some transferable knowledge that 
solves his problem and closely check if that knowledge suits the need. For instance, in Critical 
Incident 11, Mr Jourdin sent a book of specifications to several suppliers he previously 
selected. He then waited to see the solutions they could offer him. He collected and studied 
them. He finally designed a decision matrix based on technical and financial specifications 
and chose the best solution according to that matrix. 
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On the other hand, awareness of a need can be built continuously. This happens when the 
potential reuser is following casual needs of the company like saving resources or gaining 
quality. The potential reuser is then driven by the policy of his company. By capturing these 
organizational needs, he updates his personal needs now and then. That is what occurred in 
Critical Incident 10. Even if the transferable knowledge was found outside the context of a 
clearly defined project, Mr. Jourdin decided to apply it at LA VOIX DU NORD. Indeed, it 
was offering a saving of money and a gain of quality, which is always appreciable for the 
company. 
To conclude, when not working on a specific project, potential reusers often try to define 
what would be the dream answer to their casual needs: they determine the criteria and 
automatisms that would make some transferable knowledge be close to the perfect answer to 
their demands. However this can be done during specific projects too. The books of 
specifications that are distributed to potential furnishers materialize those dream answers as 
well. For instance, in Critical Incident 3, LA VOIX DU NORD sent to rotary press producers 
their book of specifications, knowing that some of these specifications were almost 
impossible to reach. 
To sum up, for a potential reuser, building the awareness of a need is similar to the need 
definition sometimes mentioned in the literature. It is about the potential reuser discovering 
his needs and gathering knowledge about them. Thus, he is not likely to transfer some 
knowledge if he has not built a serious awareness of the related need. From a data perspective, 
we noted that 25% of the collected events belonged to that category. We can infer that this 
category participates actively to the whole awareness process and cannot be neglected, even if 
it cannot be proven statistically due to insufficient data. 
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Establishment of the need’s characteristics Good awareness of a needNo awareness of a need
Awareness of the need’s 
existence
 
Figure 5.2 : Awareness of a need 
Until now, we identified two categories of events related to the awareness process. Their 
definitions were similar to the results of some previous studies on knowledge sharing. Indeed, 
building the awareness of a transferable knowledge and building the awareness of a need 
share some similarities with Le Van’s (2006) awareness of a knowledge existence and 
awareness of a need. Szulanski (1994) or Rogers (1995) also advocated the importance for a 
potential reuser to know both his needs and the knowledge surrounding him if he ever wanted 
to transfer something useful. To summarize, these two categories describe the events 
through which the potential reuser gathers all the necessary knowledge to prepare a 
relevant and efficient transfer. 
But is the awareness process only about knowledge gathering? We defined above in this 
research four categories. So, aside from the two “classical” categories that are based on the 
accumulation of knowledge (about the need and the transferable knowledge), what are the two 
other ones for?  
The two other categories are related to the establishment of “opinions” by the potential 
reuser, based on the knowledge gathered. Indeed, a potential reuser can know a lot about 
his needs and the transferable knowledge surrounding him. Yet, if his needs are not important 
to him and if he thinks that some transferable knowledge is not useful to him, what’s the point 
in transferring it? We cannot forget that a transfer is an arduous and costly affair: a potential 
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reuser cannot reasonably transfer all the knowledge he encounters. Hence, he has to make 
choices.  
Unfortunately, these aspects of the awareness process were let aside by most of the studies on 
the topic, often being briefly evoked and taken for granted. This last statement was far from 
being obvious, as our data proved that they were essential to evolution of the process. 
So, the presentation of the two remaining categories in the following paragraphs will explain 
why a potential reuser decides to answer that need rather than another one by transferring 
that knowledge rather than another one. To sum up, these two last categories will explain 
why a potential reuser decides to go further in the awareness process. Then, it will help us 
understand the will of a potential reuser to collect more metaknowledge about some 
transferable knowledge or deepen the awareness of his needs. 
5.3.3 Realizing the importance of one of the needs the potential reuser is 
aware of 
As we explained previously, the fact that a potential reuser is well aware of his needs and of 
some transferable knowledge surrounding him doesn’t mean he will be inclined to transfer it. 
In Critical Incident 6, Mr Leduc was aware of an IT system that could answer one of his 
needs. However, while he was investigating this project, it appeared that the IT system 
presented an irremediable flaw. So, he abandoned the idea to apply this project at LA VOIX 
DU NORD.  
As we explained in the literature review, a transfer is often costly and arduous to complete 
(Szulanski 2000). So, the profusion of efforts necessary to perform an efficient transfer won’t 
be allowed by the potential reuser if the transferred knowledge has no importance to him. 
Besides, he will not be prone to spend his energy and the company’s resources so as to 
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address a negligible need. On the contrary, he will grant as much resources as he can to 
satisfy a need of the uttermost importance.  
For instance, in Critical Incident 3, the renewal of the rotary presses was crucial for LA VOIX 
DU NORD. That is why a large amount of the company’s resources was engaged to answer 
that need quickly. On the contrary, in Critical Incident 5, it is clear that the externalisation of 
LA VOIX DU NORD’s activities was not a priority to Mr. Leduc. Even if he was interested 
in the fulfilment of that need, it was also obvious that he had no urge to do so. Indeed, he had 
other priorities at that time, among which were the rotary presses. While he was describing 
the Critical Incident 15, Mr. Robicquet told us that LA VOIX DU NORD’s managers had 
been talking of changing the rotary presses since 2000. As a consequence, there was no 
chance for new devices to be installed on the current ones. Indeed, managers knew these 
devices would never be broken-even, even if they were promising. So, they were not likely to 
grant some importance to the related needs at that time. 
To sum up, the ‘level of importance’ dimension illustrates this importance the potential 
reuser grants to a given need. This means different potential reusers can grant a different 
level of importance to a similar need. A potential reuser can grant as well different levels of 
importance to different needs. Of course, he has to be at least aware of a need’s existence to 
judge its importance. Furthermore, the higher the need’s importance is, the eager the potential 
reuser will be to fulfil it. This level of importance can also evolve through the time, especially 
if the potential reuser discovers new information about it as we will see later in this thesis. 
One may wonder how this level of importance is developed: when a potential reuser 
encounters a need for the first time, the importance he will grant to that need is usually at the 
lowest possible point. Since the potential reuser does not know well this need, it is difficult 
for him to judge if he has a good reason to address it. Some factors or events may then help 
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that level of importance increase or decrease. When the level of importance reaches a given 
level (absolutely or relatively to all the potential reuser’s other needs), the need will 
eventually become an objective for him. Then, satisfying it will become his priority. 
Modification of the context 
(events, factors…) The need is an objective
The need has 
no importance
 
Figure 5.3 : Importance of a need 
From a data perspective, we noted that a lower percentage of the collected events belonged to 
that category. We tried to explain this value, even if we did not question its belonging to the 
awareness process. As interviewees were asked to talk about incidents which had a critical 
effect on their activities, it is possible this aspect of the incidents was taken for granted by 
them. So, they did not judge relevant to talk about it. Furthermore, this lower percentage, 
which reflects a lower visibility, could explain why scholars have not focused on it, despite its 
existence. However, this is only speculations since there wasn’t enough data to check it 
statistically. 
To conclude, realizing the importance of a need the potential reuser is aware of is essential for 
the awareness process to progress. It is about the potential reuser understanding that solving 
this need has become a priority. Thereby, he will not be likely to transfer some knowledge if 
he does not think the related need is important for him.  
5.3.4 Realizing the usefulness of a transferable knowledge the potential 
reuser is aware of toward a need he’s aware of 
The importance granted to a related need is not the only element that makes a potential reuser 
be inclined or not to transfer some knowledge. It is also necessary for him to realize how that 
knowledge he knows the existence of suits a need he is aware of.  
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Thus, the ‘usefulness of a transferrable knowledge toward a need for a potential reuser’ 
dimension measures how a potential reuser understands the ability of a given knowledge 
to satisfy a given need. It is close to the concept of knowledge relevance developed by 
Majchrzak et al (2004) or to the concept of recognition presented by Markus (2001).  
As Mr. Jourdin explained us, organizations care about efficiency and profitability. So a 
solution will be interesting if it answers a need or provides an optimisation, a gain of 
productivity. Therefore, its employees do not make choices for pleasure or based on their 
instinct. They are always referring to a need, even if it is a rather insignificant one.  
For instance, in Critical Incident 11, Mr. Jourdin collected the solutions proposed by the 
furnishers and studied them. At that time, he engaged an iterative work with the suppliers to 
accurately evaluate their proposals. He finally designed a decision matrix based on technical 
and financial needs and chose the best solution according to that matrix. 
Of course, the evaluation of this usefulness can be far from the reality. Indeed, anyone can do 
appreciation mistakes, especially when some essential information is lacking. In Critical 
Incident 6, Mr. Leduc was attracted by a project that would allow him to outsource the 
company’s obituary activities. At first, he thought he could transfer the related knowledge 
since this idea and the associated tools proved to be good. However, he preferred to gather 
more information about that project just in case. It eventually appeared that the project 
implementation in burial societies had been a failure. As a consequence, he abandoned the 
idea to apply this project in LA VOIX DU NORD. Hence, errors of appreciation can be made. 
However, we saw that individual experience could reduce this uncertainty. 
One may wonder how this dimension is developed: at first, when the potential reuser 
discovers the existence of some transferable knowledge, he does not know its usefulness. 
However, after some time, he can make comparisons between what he has learnt of that 
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transferable knowledge and what he knows of his needs. Then, if some irremediable 
dissimilarities appear or if a transferable knowledge presents unacceptable flaws, the potential 
reuser will discard that transferable knowledge from his mind. For instance, in Critical 
Incident 13, Mr. Robicquet had a large choice of devices to set up the double exposure of the 
colours. Yet, it was useless to acquire a system that would diminish the spoil up to 1000 
newspapers at each start up of the rotary presses if it took 25 years to break-even it.  
But if there is at least a slight match between the potential reuser’s needs and the transferable 
knowledge, the perceived usefulness he has of that knowledge is likely to increase. Moreover, 
as the time goes on, he will improve his understanding of his needs and of the transferable 
knowledge surrounding him. This will provide him the capability to re-examine the 
knowledge’s usefulness with new basis of comparison. After a while, the perceived usefulness 
of a given transferable knowledge may reach a good value. Then, it will be considered by the 
potential reuser as eligible to answer a given need. Hence, he will seriously think of 
transferring it. For instance, Mr. Robicquet explains that the ratio between the necessary 
investment to acquire some transferable knowledge and the saving it could bring to LA VOIX 
DU NORD was constantly evolving through the time, due to improvements of the related 
system. The usefulness of this knowledge depended on that ratio. Actually, there is a swing 
point where the potential reuser tells himself the transferable knowledge is worth its price and 
may therefore be useful to the company.  
So, a high level of usefulness is a consequence of multiple comparisons made by the potential 
reuser between what he knows of the transferable knowledge and what he knows of his needs. 
Therefore, we could conclude that realizing that a transferable knowledge is eligible to answer 
a given need is possible only after building a rich awareness of the need and transferable 
knowledge. However, this is not always the case. Our studies show that external factors can 
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also influence the perceived usefulness of the transferable knowledge. They can increase it. In 
Critical Incident 7, Mr. Jourdin had no choice but to select a precise tool to manage the 
advertisement activities of LA VOIX DU NORD. It was chosen by ROSSEL GROUP for 
synergy reasons. So Mr. Jourdin had to follow this decision, whatever his opinion about the 
usefulness of this tool was. External factors can also decrease the perceived usefulness. For 
example, Mr. Bogneux explained us that French law forbade the application of the theories 
about the convergence of journalistic contents on different supports. Therefore, it was not 
possible to apply an all else useful method at LA VOIX DU NORD because of the French 
law. To the contrary, this method would have been totally useful if the company had been 
based in the USA. 
Comparisons between what is known of the 
transferable knowledge and what is known of the needs
The transferrable knowledge is 
eligible to answer a given need
The transferrable knowledge 
has no use
 
Figure 5.4 : Usefulness of a transferrable knowledge toward a need 
To conclude, realizing the usefulness of a transferable knowledge toward a need is crucial for 
the awareness process to progress. It means the potential reuser understands that a transferable 
knowledge is able to answer one of his needs. Thus, to avoid a waste of resources, he will not 
be likely to transfer some knowledge if he does not think it is useful for him. From a data 
perspective, we noted that 25% of the collected events belonged to that category.  We can 
infer that this category participates actively to the whole awareness process and cannot be 
neglected, even if it couldn’t be statistically proven due to insufficient data. 
Proposition 1: the individual awareness process, referred to in literature as the stage 
preceding knowledge transfer, is actually constituted of four elements, developed by the 
potential knowledge reuser: the awareness of a transferable knowledge, the awareness of 
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a need, understanding the importance of that need and eventually understanding the 
usefulness of this transferable knowledge toward that need. 
Awareness process
Awareness of a transferable knowledge
Awareness of a need
Understanding the Importance of the need
Understanding the 
Usefulness of the transferable knowledge
 
Figure 5.5 : Elements constituting the awareness process 
 
In other words, it was found that the knowledge transfer stage could not actually start before 
the potential reuser had developed an awareness of why a transfer was important to execute, 
what he needed to transfer, what he could transfer and why what he decided to transfer was 
the most suitable choice in that case. 
5.4 Answering research question: The development of awareness 
Now that we have defined the elements constituting the awareness process, the next step is 
logically to understand how they are developed.  
The study of the literature taught us that most of the scholars viewed the awareness stage as a 
linear process. This process initiates with the definition of a need, continues with the search 
for and the discovery of some suitable knowledge and finishes with the initiation of the 
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transfer (Markus 2001, Majchrzak et al 2004). If we applied this linear process to our model, 
it would mean the awareness of a need would happen, first, understanding the importance of 
the need would come second, the awareness of a knowledge would happen third and the 
usefulness of the knowledge toward the need would eventually complete the process. The 
application of this linear process to our model will be hereafter referred to as the classical 
pattern. 
Some of the cases encountered in our data collection were similar to that classical pattern, like 
the Critical Incident 8. However, as the close study of the literature revealed there could be 
alternatives to that well straight process (Le Van 2006, Szulanski 1994), we decided to check 
if these alternatives made sense. As a consequence, we noted how each Critical Incident was 
initiated, developed and concluded (See Appendix B)  
5.4.1 Initiation  
The first part of our analysis led us note which of the four elements constituting the awareness 
was initiated first, which one was initiated second and so on until the four elements were 
initiated (See table 5.2). 
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CI n° Initiated first Initiated second Initiated third Initiated fourth
Usefulness of the 
knowledge
15 Awareness of some knowledge Importance of the need
Usefulness of the 
knowledge
14 Awareness of a need Importance of the need Awareness of some knowledge
13 Awareness of a need Importance of the need Awareness of some knowledge
Usefulness of the 
knowledge
12 Awareness of a need Awareness of some knowledge
Usefulness of the 
knowledge
Importance of the need
11 Awareness of a need Importance of the need Awareness of some knowledge
Usefulness of the 
knowledge
10 Awareness of some knowledge Awareness of a need
Usefulness of the 
knowledge
Usefulness of the 
knowledge
9 Importance of the need Awareness of some knowledge
Usefulness of the 
knowledge
8 Awareness of a need Importance of the need Awareness of some knowledge
Usefulness of the 
knowledge
7 Awareness of a need Importance of the need Awareness of some knowledge
Usefulness of the 
knowledge
6 Awareness of some knowledge Awareness of a need Importance of the need
Usefulness of the 
knowledge
5 Awareness of some knowledge
Usefulness of the 
knowledge Awareness of a need Importance of the need
4 Awareness of some knowledge Awareness of a need Importance of the need
3 Awareness of a need Importance of the need Awareness of some knowledge
Usefulness of the 
knowledge
2 Awareness of a need Importance of the need Awareness of some knowledge
Usefulness of the 
knowledge1 Awareness of a need Importance of the need
Awareness of some 
knowledge
 
Table 4.2 : Initiation order of the elements constituting the Awareness Process 
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For each element constituting the awareness process, we counted the number of occurrence 
and the placement of their initiation through the fifteen Critical Incidents. Thereby, it 
appeared that the awareness of a need was initiated first nine times, second three times and 
third once. The awareness of some transferable knowledge was initiated first five times, 
second two times and third eight times. We noted that the importance of the need was 
initiated first once, second nine times, third twice and last twice as well. Eventually, the 









Initiated first 5 9 1 0
Initiated second 2 3 9 1
Initiated third 8 1 2 4
Initiated fourth 0 0 2 9
Total of occurrences 15 13 14 14
 
Table 5.3 : Number of occurrences for each element constituting the Awareness Process 
One may note that there is sometimes no element initiated fourth. That’s because only three of 
them were clearly identified within the Critical Incidents. In these occurrences, the fourth one 
does exist but we were not able to detect clearly its position. Hence we preferred not to count 
it in order to avoid any misinterpretation. 
Even if most of the Critical Incidents followed the classical pattern (nine Critical Incidents: 
n°1, 2, 3, 7, 8, 11, 12, 13, 14), which is driven by the discovery of a need, a large part of 
them followed other patterns (six Critical Incidents: n° 4, 5, 6, 9, 10, 15), which are mostly 
driven by the discovery of a some transferrable transfer. So, these results allow us to state 
that a clear compulsory pattern of initiation among the elements constituting the 
awareness can’t be established within an awareness process.  
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However, the study of the order of initiation allowed us to identify two logical series of 
initiation among the elements constituting the awareness. Thus, in the 15 Critical Incidents, 
the potential reuser initiated his awareness of a need before trying to establish the 
importance of that need. This result seems quite logical since it would be difficult for 
anyone to establish the importance of a need he is not aware of (and he therefore does not 
know the existence of).  
Moreover, in 14 out of 15 Critical Incidents, we found that the usefulness was initiated after 
the initiation of the awareness of a need and of a transferable knowledge. This result is 
not surprising since the usefulness of some transferable knowledge is determined by 
comparisons between needs and knowledge. So, without being aware of the existence of at 
least a little transferable knowledge and at least one need, the potential reuser is unable to 
compare them and to establish the usefulness of the transferable knowledge. 
Yet, our data presented one exception to that last statement. Indeed, in Critical Incident 4, Mr. 
Leduc began to evaluate the usefulness of a Finnish company’s process well before 
acknowledging he had a need. This Finnish process aimed at keeping the company’s 
subscribers informed and as he was attending a demonstration of this process (which led to 
the awareness of the process existence), Mr. Leduc thought it could be relevant to reuse (thus 
evaluating its usefulness) it and he decided to retain the idea. Later, during the change of the 
newspaper format, the problem of informing LA VOIX DU NORD’s subscribers was raised 
(and led to the awareness of a need). It can’t be denied the process usefulness was judged 
while there was obviously no awareness of the need. 
The reuser’s expertise explains that exception. Indeed, when, in a context of technological 
monitoring for instance, a potential reuser accesses some new knowledge without knowing 
exactly what he could do with it, his experience or expertise in the concerned area may help 
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him simulate what could be the related need: he will define roughly the needs that could be 
associated to that knowledge and use those definitions to judge its usefulness afterwards. 
Thus, the Critical Incident 4 doesn’t contradict the second logical series we established.  
Proposition 2: the 4 elements constituting the awareness process follow no compulsory 
order of initiation although they obey two logical series.  
Awareness of a transferable knowledge
Awareness of a need
Understanding the Importance of the need
Understanding the 


























Figure 5.6 : Initiation of the awareness process 
 
5.4.2 Development 
So far, we only studied the initiation of the awareness process. We will now examine in which 
conditions the four elements constituting this process are developed after their initiation. 
After carefully studying our data, we noted that the evolution of these four elements was 
totally random after their initiation and depended on the opportunities that emerged during the 
development of the awareness process. This means we found no evidence proving it was 
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compulsory to complete one of them before initiating another: each awareness process is 
developed in its proper way. 
For instance, in Critical Incident 1, Mr. Pihéry was first aware there was a problem with the 
paper knives of the rotary presses (and thus became aware he had a need). Then, it was 
decided to change the newspaper format, so the paper knives would have to cut many more 
paper. As a consequence, he understood it was very important for him to find a new system. 
In that case, the importance of the need increased really fast while Mr. Pihéry was far from 
having fully defined his need. Mr Pihery then collected information to complete his awareness 
of that need.  
Critical Incident 10 is another example of this random development of the elements. Mr. 
Jourdin already knew he needed to make some savings (initiation of the awareness of a need). 
Then, he discovered an innovative IT system allowing ink economies (initiation of the 
awareness of knowledge). He thought that system could be useful (initiation of the usefulness 
of that knowledge). So, he decided to gather information about it (improvement of the 
awareness of the knowledge). To do so, he met a counterpart from NICE MATIN, a 
newspaper company that was already using it. This helped him improve his awareness of the 
system. Then, he analysed what his need was exactly (improvement of the awareness of a 
need). Finally, his improved awareness of the system and of his need allowed him to judge 
more efficiently the usefulness of the IT system (improvement of the usefulness of the 
knowledge). He then understood he should grant more importance to the need “saving 
resources” (improvement of the need’s importance) and decided to engage many means to 
transfer the system at LA VOIX DU NORD. 
We can see from these examples that the development of the elements constituting the 
awareness is quite random. This randomness can also be found in the other Critical Incidents 
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(See Annexe B). Thus, two awareness processes won’t necessarily develop the same way. 
Furthermore, even if an awareness stage often (but not always) initiates with the awareness of 
a need (and more specifically of its existence) and often (but not always) ends with the 
usefulness of some transferable knowledge reaching an “eligible” level, it is difficult to 
foresee what could happen between the initiation of whole awareness process and the 
initiation of the transfer. Depending on the circumstances, some elements are thus developed 
more quickly than others, even if they have not been initiated first.  
As a consequence, we advocate that after their initiation, the elements constituting the 
awareness stage are developed progressively and in parallel. Furthermore, they can always be 
subject to evolutions before a decision to transfer is taken. Besides, we propose that once the 
elements constituting the awareness process have been initiated, they cannot be terminated 
until the decision to transfer has been taken. Thus, we suggest that it is always possible for 
them to be developed further until a transfer. Indeed, at anytime, the potential reuser could 
access new knowledge and improve his awareness of a need or of some transferable 
knowledge. Some events could also lead him to modify his judgement upon the importance of 
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Figure 5.7 : Development of the awareness process 
 
To summarize, we propose that: 
Proposition 3: the 4 elements constituting the awareness process are gradually 
developed in parallel. These elements can always be subject to evolutions before the 
decision to transfer is taken by the potential reuser.  
So, the development of the whole awareness process is the consequence of the development 
in parallel of each element constituting it. These developments will continue at least until 
each of them has reached an acceptable level for the potential reuser to consider a transfer. 
5.4.3 Influences on the development of the process 
We previously explained what the elements constituting the awareness process were and how 
they were developed. While doing that, we wondered what could have an influence on this 
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process. So we focused on the numerous examples illustrating our previous statements. Then, 
we noted that external factors like the organisational context often played an important role in 
these developments.  We noticed as well that effects internal to the process had an influence. 
Indeed, the elements constituting the awareness process were sometimes influencing each 
other while they were built. Therefore, we decided to present some of these effects in the next 
paragraphs. 
On one hand, external factors like the economical or organisational contexts can have a deep 
influence on the awareness process. For instance, in Critical Incident 7, Mr. Jourdin had no 
choice but to select a precise tool to manage the advertisement activities of LA VOIX DU 
NORD. Indeed, ROSSEL GROUP had selected it for synergy reasons. So Mr. Jourdin had to 
follow this decision, whatever his opinion about the usefulness of this tool was. In that case, 
the organisational context defined what would be the awareness process framework.  
Besides, in Critical Incident 2, as Mr. Ceugniet was looking for solutions to earn some 
production time, he had to deal with the powerful press industry trade union. Thereby, he had 
to keep in mind workers’ demands if he didn’t want to obtain a social conflict as well as a 
solution. That is why he chose the SMED method. Indeed, its effectuation was likely to create 
an atmosphere of confidence between the managers and the workers concerned by the 
problem, thus avoiding any social disturbance. So, through these examples, it is obvious that 
factors external to the awareness process can influence its development and outcomes. 
On the other hand, there are internal influences in the awareness stage that are mainly 
cause-and-effect links between the elements constituting the process.  For instance, in 
Critical Incident 5, Mr. Leduc attended to a presentation explaining how an Irish newspaper 
company had outsourced numerous activities. By doing so, he increased his awareness of the 
Irish practices. Moreover, this project looked like what LA VOIX DU NORD could be able to 
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do. So, with his newly acquired awareness, he became able to compare more accurately the 
concerned knowledge to his company’s needs. So, we noted that an increase of the awareness 
of knowledge could have some consequences on the potential reuser. Thus, increasing his 
awareness of some transferable knowledge provided him more possibilities to determine if 
that knowledge could be useful relatively to his needs. 
Another example: in Critical Incident 10, Mr. Jourdin found an IT system that could allow LA 
VOIX DU NORD to save up to 15% of the ink usually used to print the newspapers. This IT 
system obviously proved it could be useful to the company. So, even if this solution was 
found outside the context of a clearly defined project, its usefulness was significant enough 
for Mr. Jourdin to grant more importance to the related need. Then, he decided to mobilise 
resources in order to initiate a transfer and to apply the IT system at LA VOIX DU NORD. 
To sum up, since he had discovered that some knowledge would really help him, the 
associated need became important to him. So, we deducted that the level of usefulness of 
some transferable knowledge could affect the potential reuser. Judging that some knowledge 
was useful may thus led him to grant more importance to a related need. 
Proposition 4: external factors as well as internal cause-and-effect links between the 
elements constituting the awareness process can influence its development. 
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Figure 5.8 : External and internal influences on the awareness process 
 
5.4.4 Conclusion of the awareness process 
Until now, we studied the initiation and the development of the awareness process. Therefore, 
we will determine in the following paragraphs how this process came to an end. 
At the end of Critical Incident 11, after sending a book of specifications (thus showing he has 
a clear understanding of his need), when the iterative work with the suppliers was realised and 
the proposals were accurately evaluated (meaning that he had a clear understanding of the 
transferrable knowledge), Mr Jourdin designed a decision matrix based in technical and 
financial matters and chose the best solution according to the matrix.  
In Critical Incident 13, after studying the micropoint camera system (thus increasing his 
awareness of that transferrable knowledge) and clearly identifying his need (that has also 
become an objective), Mr Robicquet was presented several systems by different suppliers. 
  THESIS
  
  - 119- 
Each of them proposed a system that was eligible. Mr Robicquet eventually made a choice 
according to price and delivery time considerations. 
These examples illustrate the Decision stage, which is the second part of the awareness 
process. This stage is the milestone between the awareness process and the transfer process. It 
occurs when the potential reuser has developed his awareness of some transferrable 
knowledge surrounding him and of his need up to an appropriate level. At that time, the need 
has also to be important enough to the potential reuser for it to be considered as an objective. 
Last, but not least, the potential has already found one or several transferrable knowledge that 
could answer the need (in other words, be eligible to answer that need). Then, when these four 
conditions are realised, the decision to transfer stage may occurs: the potential reuser checks 
if there is a true match between the need and each eligible transferable knowledge. Then, he 
will make a final choice (especially if several technologies or knowledge are eligible for that 
need) and initiate a transfer. Thereby this stage is often far shorter than the development stage. 
However, it’s also possible for the Decision stage (and the awareness process) to conclude on 
a decision not to transfer any knowledge. This decision is up to the potential reuser, according 
to all the information he has gathered until this moment. For instance, in Critical Incident 6, 
after increasing his awareness of need and his awareness of the transferable knowledge (the 
obituary outsourcing system), Mr Leduc understood that even if the need was important to 
him, the transferrable knowledge presented some flaws that prevented it from being truly 
eligible for a transfer. As a consequence, he decided not to transfer it at LA VOIX DU 
NORD. In critical Incident 14, Mr Pihéry also decided not to use the new kind of coating 
because it made folds of paper, even if it was a top technological system. 
  THESIS
  
  - 120- 
Proposition 5: an awareness process will end successfully when the potential reuser 
judges that a transferable knowledge is eligible to answer a need estimated as an 
objective by the same potential reuser. If so, it will be possible to initiate the transfer. 
The potential reuser has good awareness 
of the transferrable knowledge
The potential reuser has good 
awareness of the need
The need is an objective 
for the potential reuser
The potential reuser judges that 
the transferable knowledge is
eligible to answer the need
Decision to transfer 
(or not transfer) 
knowledge
 
Figure 5.9 : the Decision stage of the awareness process 
5.5 The awareness process 
Based on the analysis so far, we can now depict the whole picture of the awareness process. 
First, there is the Development stage, which can last months. During this stage, the potential 
reuser first initiates the four elements constituting the awareness process without following a 
compulsory order. He then gradually develops them in parallel: 
- The potential reuser’s awareness of (or knowledge of) a transferable knowledge. This 
awareness can evolve from no awareness of the transferrable knowledge to perfect 
awareness of the transferrable knowledge 
- The potential reuser’s awareness of a need by. This awareness can evolve from no 
awareness of that need to perfect awareness of that need 
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- The importance granted by the potential reuser to that need.  The level of that 
importance can evolve from the need having no importance to the need being an 
objective. 
- The usefulness, estimated by the potential reuser, of this transferable knowledge 
toward that need. The level of that usefulness can evolve from the transferrable 
knowledge being not useful to the transferrable knowledge being eligible to answer 
that need 
The development of these four elements may be influenced by external factors. The 
development of any of the elements constituting the awareness process might also influence 
the development of the other ones. 
The development stage can end when the potential reuser has an awareness of some 
transferable knowledge and of a related need that are good enough, and when he considers 
that this need is an objective and the transferable knowledge is eligible to answer that need. 
The Decision stage is the second part of the awareness process. This is the milestone between 
awareness and transfer. Thereby this stage is quite short. At that time, the user checks if there 
is a true match between the need and the transferable knowledge. If so, he will make a final 
choice (especially if several technologies or knowledge are eligible to answer that need) and 
initiate a transfer.  
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Figure 5.10 : The awareness process 
5.6 Conclusion 
This chapter presented the first part of the main findings made during our study while we 
were trying to determine how awareness was developed. Since this research was conducted 
following an exploratory method, the contribution of this research should be viewed as an 
organized set of new insights rather than a statistically proven collection of hypotheses. 
The study of this data suggested us the development of 4 elements constituted the awareness 
process. These elements could be randomly initiated, yet their completion seemed necessary 
for the awareness process to be completed and a transfer to occur. Besides, it appeared that 
external factors as well as internal cause-and-effect links between the elements constituting 
the awareness process could influence the process’ development.  
We will now uncover the last part of findings of our research and therefore focus on the 
identification of the different categories related to the second unit of analysis we defined in 
the research method chapter. 
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6 Research findings: Knowledge and awareness 
6.1 Introduction 
Using the first unit of analysis, we explained what the awareness process was and how it was 
developed. However, we still have one research question to answer, which involves the 
identification of the knowledge developed or accessed during the process. That is why we 
defined our second unit of analysis as being any discrete exchange or written material evoked 
within a Critical Incident and whose existence helped the process progress. 
The pieces of knowledge (see definition at 4.3) encountered within the Critical Incidents were 
therefore collected. We found various kinds of them: tacit knowledge about many subjects 
(reputation…), ads, reports, past meetings with other companies, documentation, books of 
specifications … 
As we previously explained, the main results of research involving the CIT are categories and 
groups appearing through the classification process. Thus, we began to sort the collected data 
related to the second unit of analysis. Yet, while we were trying to create a classification 
scheme, we understood we had to classify these pieces of knowledge along two sets of 
categories so as to portray accurately their characteristics:  
- The categories of the first set indicate which element constituting the awareness 
process sees its development directly influenced when the potential reuser accesses the 
information contained within a piece of knowledge belonging to them. 
- The categories of the second set indicate which kind of information a piece of 
knowledge belonging to them provides to the potential reuser using it. 
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6.2 First set of categories: Which element constituting the 
awareness process is influenced 
The categories of the first set indicate which element constituting the awareness process sees 
its development directly influenced when the potential reuser accesses the information 
contained within a piece of knowledge belonging to them. The initial sorting of the units of 
analysis collected from the 15 Critical Incidents resulted in the establishment of two 
categories, each of them related to one element constituting the awareness process: 
Category 1.1: Pieces of knowledge, accessed by the potential reuser, whose information 
helped him develop his awareness of some transferable knowledge.   
Since awareness is mainly a search and evaluate process, potential reusers encounter a lot of 
knowledge during the process. Thus, as seen in every Critical Incidents, when a potential 
reuser is trying to answer a need or when he is doing technological monitoring, he often 
accesses pieces of knowledge.  
So, these pieces of knowledge illustrate any aspects of the technologies or systems he may 
eventually decide to transfer. Besides, they are explicit or tacit easily specifiable, which 
means that some of them are accessed through exchanges but that they could easily be put in 
an explicit format. Finally, the more pieces of knowledge of that category the potential reuser 
encounters, the more able he is to understand the transferable knowledge surrounding him and 
its characteristics. To sum up, these pieces of knowledge provide information about the 
transferable knowledge. 
Category 1.2: Pieces of knowledge, accessed or developed by the potential reuser, whose 
information helped him develop his awareness of some needs. 
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Many references to the understanding of needs by a potential reuser can be found in the 
Critical Incidents. Whatever the potential reuser wants to do, he often has to characterize his 
needs accurately. All these characterizations are knowledge themselves. Thus, when a 
potential reuser is defining his needs, he develops some personal pieces of knowledge about 
what they are. He also accesses within his company some pieces of knowledge that impose 
aspects of the needs he is establishing. So, these pieces of knowledge illustrate any aspects of 
the needs related to technologies or systems he may want to look for. Furthermore, they are 
explicit or tacit easily specifiable. The more pieces of knowledge of that category the potential 
reuser encounters or develops, the more able he is to understand what his needs and their 
characteristics are really. To sum up, these pieces of knowledge provide information about the 
reuser’s needs. 
To conclude, we found that the pieces of knowledge accessed by the potential reuser either 
helped him develop his awareness of some transferable knowledge or helped him increase his 
awareness of a need. One may object we established no category close to the two others 
elements constituting the awareness process. That’s because we defined the importance of a 
need and the usefulness of some transferable knowledge as personal judgements of the 
potential reuser, which are based on his awareness of both his need and the transferrable 
knowledge. As consequence, these elements can’t be directly influenced by the pieces of 
knowledge accessed by the potential reuser: awareness of a need and awareness of the 
transferrable knowledge act as intermediaries. 
6.3 Second set of categories: Information provided 
The categories of the second set indicate which kind of information a piece of knowledge 
belonging to them provides to the potential reuser using it. The initial sorting of the units of 
analysis collected from the 15 Critical Incidents resulted in the establishment of four 
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categories, each of them related to a topic addressed by the potential reuser during the 
awareness process: 
Category 2.1: Pieces of knowledge related to the content of the transferable knowledge. 
These pieces of knowledge characterize the transferable knowledge itself. They describe what 
it is for, its characteristics, its history, external judgement about it, its performances… In sum, 
that group contains all the knowledge related to anything that is part of the transferable 
knowledge. 
Category 2.2: Pieces of knowledge related to the context surrounding the transferable 
knowledge during its use. 
These pieces of knowledge characterize the context in which the transferable knowledge is 
utilised. In other words, they describe the circumstances surrounding the use of that 
knowledge by its current holders. These circumstances can be company related, department 
related, people related, production related or else. To sum up, this group contains all the 
knowledge that is not the transferable knowledge but can have an influence on its use. 
Category 2.3: Pieces of knowledge related to the source of the transferable knowledge 
These pieces of knowledge characterize the source of the transferable knowledge. They 
describe its identity, its location, its characteristics, its history, and its relationships with other 
entities or anything else related to it. All these pieces of knowledge can have an influence on 
the decisions taken by the potential reuser during the awareness phase. To sum up, they 
describe anything related to the source of the transferable knowledge that could have an effect 
on the transfer. 
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Category 2.4: Pieces of knowledge related to the costs inferred by the transfer and the use of 
the transferable knowledge. 
These pieces of knowledge characterize the costs the potential reuser will have to incur if he 
decides to transfer some knowledge. Different kinds of cost have to be taken into account. 
There are those related to the transfer and those related to the subsequent use of the 
transferable knowledge. They are mostly human resources cost (work force), time cost or 
money cost. To summarize, these pieces of knowledge describe all the costs related to the 
transferable knowledge, their causes and their evolution through the time.  
For each of the categories of this second set, we found pieces of knowledge belonging to the 
two categories of the first set. So, this means that the pieces of knowledge involved in the 
awareness process can be distributed among eight different groups. 
6.4 Data distribution 
We displayed in the following table (Table 6.1) the distribution of the collected units of 
analysis among the different groups and categories. 
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CI Transf. Know Context Source Cost Sum
Transf. 
Know Context Source Cost Sum
1 2 2 0 1 5 4 1 1 1 7
2 1 1 0 0 2 1 0 1 0 2
3 9 7 6 7 29 7 3 5 5 20
4 1 0 0 0 1 3 0 0 0 3
5 0 1 0 1 2 2 1 1 0 4
6 0 1 0 1 2 1 2 0 0 3
7 2 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0
8 1 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 1
9 2 0 0 0 2 3 1 1 0 5
10 1 0 0 1 2 3 1 1 1 6
11 3 0 3 1 7 1 0 2 1 4
12 1 1 0 0 2 1 1 0 1 3
13 1 0 0 1 2 4 1 0 4 9
14 1 0 0 0 1 2 0 1 0 3
15 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 1 3
Sum 25 13 9 13 60 34 12 13 14 73
% 42% 22% 15% 22% 100% 47% 16% 18% 19% 100%
Sum 
(except CI 3) 16 6 3 6 31 27 9 8 9 53
% 52% 19% 10% 19% 100% 51% 17% 15% 17% 100%
Overall % 
Overall % 
(except CI 3) 63%37%
45% 55%
 
Table 6.1 : Distribution of the collected units of analysis #2  
among the different categories 
 
 
Let’s focus on the data and more particularly on its distribution among the different groups 
and categories. Since the third incident provided the greatest contribution to that part of the 
study with more than half of the collected data, we had to check if it was impacting the 
results. So, we compared the distribution with and without the Critical Incident 3. Eventually, 
the results proved to be quite similar, demonstrating that the Critical Incident 3 was actually a 
good showcase of the categorization. Moreover, apart of the Critical Incident 3, each Critical 
Incident contained a range of 2 to 12 units of analysis with a mean of 6. 
For the record, around 60% of the data belonged to the category 1.1 (related to the awareness 
of the knowledge). Besides, the category 2.1 (related to the transferable knowledge), 
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represented 45% of the collected information. 20% of the data was related to the costs 
(category 2.4). Furthermore, there was slightly more context related data (category 2.2) in the 
category 1.1 (20%) than in the category 1.2 (15%). To conclude, the category 2.3, related to 
the source of the knowledge, was the least represented by the data (15%). 
The propositions of categories and groups we established will be analyzed and discussed 
subsequently. Furthermore, this discussion will allow us to answer the last research question. 
6.5 Answering research question: categories definition #1 
At the end of the literature review chapter, we wondered when a transfer began within a 
knowledge sharing process. Was it when the transferable knowledge was actually shared? Or 
may it have begun earlier, during the awareness stage, when some knowledge somehow 
related to the transferable knowledge was accessed by the potential reuser? Yet, this second 
possibility raised a logical problem, since, by definition, the transfer can’t be initiated until 
the awareness stage is finished. Therefore, we understood we had to characterise the 
knowledge accessed during the awareness stage and explain what differentiated it from the 
transferable knowledge. 
Metaknowledge offered us a solution to that problem: metaknowledge is knowledge about the 
knowledge (Heery 1996, Majchrzak et al 2004). So, theoretically, when a potential reuser is 
accessing some metaknowledge about a transferable knowledge, he is not transferring the 
transferable knowledge.  
As this lead was appealing, we tried to deepen this concept. However, apart of Majchrzak et al 
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As a consequence, we decided to search what kind of knowledge was accessed or created 
during the awareness process. Among other things, it would allow us to check if 
metaknowledge had truly an important role to play in the process. 
To do so, we tried to uncover the knowledge accessed during the 15 Critical Incidents. For the 
record, the Critical Incidents provided a precise account of events at the end of which some 
transferable knowledge was shared by organization members from different companies.  
After reviewing the collected data and categorizing it with the help of the CIT method, we 
understood that the knowledge accessed and developed by the potential reuser in order to 
build his awareness belonged to a first set of two categories, which illustrate which element 
constituting the awareness process sees its development directly influenced when the potential 
reuser accesses the information contained within a piece of knowledge. 
The two categories of knowledge accessed or created during the awareness process by an 
individual potential reuser we propose are:  
- Knowledge whose information helps the potential reuser develop his awareness of 
some transferable knowledge. 
- Knowledge whose information helps the potential reuser develop his awareness of his 
needs. 
The fact that there are two kinds of knowledge addressed during the awareness stage -one 
regarding the potential reuser needs, another concerning the transferable knowledge- isn’t 
surprising in the light of our previous findings.  
Indeed, it appeared that each of the four elements developed during the awareness stage were 
at least linked to one of these two concepts. The awareness of a need and importance of a 
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need deal with the potential reuser’s needs while the awareness of the transferable knowledge 
and usefulness of some transferable knowledge are more likely to address potential reusers’ 
matters toward the transferable knowledge.  
6.5.1 Knowledge whose information helps the potential reuser develop 
his awareness of some transferable knowledge  
During an awareness process, the potential reuser almost always comes to understand the 
knowledge he will eventually transfer. Of course, he could transfer some knowledge without 
mastering its content. However, such behaviour would heighten the risk of bearing an arduous 
transfer or, even worse, of transferring knowledge that would have no use in the context 
surrounding the potential reuser. A careful potential reuser will therefore do his best to really 
grasp any knowledge he may have to transfer. Yet, this is far from being easy.  
Indeed, the transferable knowledge can be a highly complex entity. It can be complex by 
itself, with many financial or technical details for instance. The knowledge related to the 
rotary presses technology in Critical Incident 3 is a good showcase of this complexity. The 
transferable knowledge can also depend on many external factors, each of them bringing to it 
another layer of complexity the potential will have to understand so as to comprehend the 
whole transferable knowledge. For instance, in Critical Incident 1, the new paper knives 
technology had to be used on a given kind of rotary press. This was a factor Mr Pihéry had to 
take into account during his research for a new system. 
All these aspects explain why it can be so hard for the potential reuser to fully grasp what a 
given transferable knowledge is and to get every features related to it. To do so, there is no 
easy way: getting information about the transferable knowledge is the only solution. 
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This information is metaknowledge, or knowledge about the transferable knowledge. It has 
numerous and various aspects: opinions about various subjects like what the counterpart from 
NICE MATIN thought of an IT that could save Ink in Critical Incident 10, brochures as in 
Critical Incident 1 and 13, presentations like in Critical Incident 4 and 5, past exchanges with 
other companies like in Critical Incident 6, documentations… So, each metaknowledge 
accessed by the potential reuser provides him some new information about the transferable 
knowledge. In other words, each time he accesses a new metaknowledge, he will be likely to 
understand better the related transferable knowledge. 
However, metaknowledge lookup is not the only way that kind of knowledge is involved in an 
awareness process. A potential reuser can also develop some new metaknowledge by himself. 
It happens for instance when he is collecting some data by making visits, by comparing or 
synthesizing some other metaknowledge and completing some fragmentary ones. On these 
occasions, the potential reuser’s experience can play a great role. For example, in Critical 
Incident 4, Mr. Leduc visited the Finnish newspaper company so as to make a report about the 
tools its employees used. Another example, in Critical Incident 10, Mr. Jourdin made his 
opinion about the IT that could save ink consumption by comparing what his supplier and 
counterparts from NICE MATIN told him. Mr Leduc’s report and Mr Jourdin’s opinion were 
both new metaknowledge. 
These accessed and developed metaknowledge will eventually help the potential reuser 
understand better the transferable knowledge and the context surrounding him, if not it 
source, as we’ll see later in this thesis. Thus, among other characteristics, the metaknowledge 
belonging to that category is used by the potential reuser to determine the transferable 
knowledge complexity (Rogers 1980), i.e. the amount of information necessary to 
characterize the transferable knowledge.  
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Besides, that kind of metaknowledge can also be used to evaluate and reduce the transferable 
knowledge uncertainty (Galbraith 1973), that is the difference between the amount of 
information required to perform a task and the information already possessed by his 
organization. Indeed, the more knowledge of this category the potential reuser owns, the more 
information about the transferable knowledge he possesses, thus being likely to reduce the 
knowledge uncertainty. 
By way of conclusion, we established some of the metaknowledge accessed during the 
awareness process provided information about the transferable knowledge. However, we still 










Figure 6.1 : Information provided by the metaknowledge belonging to the “awareness of 
transferrable knowledge” category 
 
6.5.2 Knowledge whose information helps the potential reuser develop 
his awareness of needs 
Our data study revealed that some of the (meta) knowledge involved in the awareness process 
was related to the potential reuser’s needs and to their definition. This metaknowledge took 
various appearances: production imperatives as in Critical Incident 1 and 2, books of 
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specifications like those written in Critical Incident 3 and 11, readers demands in Critical 
Incident 3, company’s policies as in Critical Incident 7…   
 
As we previously proposed in our study that the awareness of the need (or in other words, its 
understanding) was part of the whole awareness process, this discovery led us to study the 
nature of the need. Then, we uncovered some fuzziness around the concept of need. Indeed, 
most of the time, the need was taken for granted: scholars tended to simply explain that “there 
was a need” or “a need is discovered” (Szulanski 1996, Majchrzak et al 2004). On the 
contrary, the needs we unveiled in the Critical Incidents looked far more complex than what 
had been presented in previous studies and taking their existence and understanding for 
granted didn’t seem obvious. Actually, we came to think needs could be as complex as 
transferable knowledge.  
A need is made of knowledge as well as, for instance, some transferable knowledge. More 
precisely, it is knowledge about what is required to perform a certain task whereas the 
transferable knowledge is the one that may be utilised to perform that task. Moreover, a need 
describes not only what the potential reuser desires / needs but also what limits he has decided 
to apply to his desires / needs. A need can present many different aspects a potential reuser 
will have to grasp correctly if he wants to facilitate the transfer of some knowledge answering 
that need. 
In Critical Incident 12, Mr. Jourdin wanted to find an IT that could work along a printing 
plate machine at the best efficiency. However, this machine imposed a context in which the 
IT system managing it had to run. This context raised the IT system’s cost. Since he did not 
have infinite available resources, Mr. Jourdin therefore had to limit his desires to an IT system 
he could afford. So, it appears the metaknowledge belonging to the present category help the 
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potential reuser define this need but also the limits he had to apply to it. Besides, as we’ll 
show later in this thesis, it also provides information about many facets of the needs such as 
the necessities towards the transferable knowledge, towards its source, towards the context 
and so on… 
Furthermore, as in the previous chapter about the transferable knowledge, we found out that 
there were two kinds of metaknowledge belonging to that category. On the one hand, some of 
them are simply accessed by the potential reuser like the needs of the newspaper readers (CI 
3), of the company (CI 5 & 6) or of the group owning the company (CI 7). On the other hand, 
the remaining ones are developed by the potential reuser, like books of specifications (CI 3& 
11) that summarize lots of data concerning the needs. 
So, the metaknowledge belonging to that category provides information about the potential 
reuser’s needs. That’s why, among other things, it can be used to evaluate and increase the 
transferable knowledge uncertainty (Galbraith 1973). Indeed, the more knowledge of this 
category the potential reuser owns, the more complex the need is likely to be, thus increasing 












  - 136- 
Figure 6.2 : Information provided by the metaknowledge belonging to the “awareness of 
a need” category 
6.5.3 Summary and conclusion of the part 
To sum up, our analysis revealed that some metaknowledge were accessed or developed by 
the potential reuser during the awareness process so as to grasp the many characteristics 
presented by any need.  
Proposition 6: the knowledge accessed or developed by the potential reuser during the 
awareness phase can be divided into two categories: the first one contains the 
metaknowledge whose information helps the potential reuser develop his awareness of 
some transferable knowledge whereas the second one gathers the metaknowledge whose 
information helps the potential reuser develop his awareness of needs. 
However, we still have to determine what kind of information this metaknowledge contains 
and why a potential reuser would have to get those. 
6.6 Answering research question:  categories definition #2 
So as to understand what kind of information was held in the knowledge accessed or 
developed during the awareness process, we sorted our data a second time. 
In other words, we tried to uncover what the different kinds of information contained within 
the collected pieces of knowledge were. The classification of our data resulted in the 
identification of four groups. Each of them was related to an important aspect of the 
knowledge sharing process.  
The four groups of knowledge accessed or created during the awareness process by an 
individual potential reuser we propose are: 
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- Knowledge providing information related to the characteristics and the content of the 
transferable knowledge  
- Knowledge providing information related to the context surrounding the transferable 
knowledge  
- Knowledge providing information related to the cost of acquisition and use of the 
transferable knowledge  
- Knowledge providing information related to the source of the transferable knowledge: 
who the holder is and what his location is 
The fact that we eventually identified these very four groups is not surprising. Actually, 
Szulanski (2000) stated that the ease of a knowledge transfer depended on the knowledge 
source, the context surrounding the knowledge and the knowledge itself. He also stated that 
the transfer cost had its importance (Szulanski 1996). Therefore, discovering that the potential 
reuser accessed and developed knowledge about these four aspects during the awareness 
process comforted us. 
Besides, we found out that the metaknowledge accessed during the awareness process was 
used by the potential reuser to evaluate transferable knowledge characteristics that were 
similar to those developed by scholars in other publications about knowledge sharing. 
Therefore, we tried to associate each group of metaknowledge to the known characteristics 
they were addressing. 
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6.6.1 Knowledge providing information related to the characteristics and 
the content of transferable knowledge itself 
The goal of a knowledge sharing process is to transfer some useful knowledge. As a 
consequence, the potential reuser must know what he wants to transfer as well as what he 
might transfer. Some metaknowledge is there to help him built this understading. 
On one hand, some of the metaknowledge accessed or developed during the awareness 
process is used by the potential reuser to define the characteristics of the associated 
transferable knowledge. For instance, in Critical Incident 1, Mr. Pihéry accessed such 
metaknowledge by being presented by a salesman a new paper knives system in details. In 
Critical Incident 4, Mr. Leduc also accessed that kind of metaknowledge by visiting the 
Finnish company so as to understand which tools they used to keep their subscribers 
informed. The description of the IT used to save ink consumption on the rotary presses in 
Critical Incident 10 belongs as well to that category. 
So, among other things, the metaknowledge belonging to this category characterize the 
transferable knowledge itself. This metaknowlege describes what the transferrable knowledge 
is for, its definition, its characteristics, its life span (Darr et al 1995), its history, external 
judgement about it, its performances and so on… In other words, that group contains all the 
knowledge related to anything that helps characterizing the transferable knowledge. 
In addition to that, some of the metaknowledge belonging to this category can help a potential 
reuser determine some of the knowledge characteristics previously defined in other studies. 
Thereby, among others, metaknowledge belonging to that category can help retrace the past 
use history of the transferable knowledge. From that, the potential reuser may deduce what 
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the transferable knowledge’s appropriability is (Teece 1987) and determine if he can apply it 
equally to its potential.  
Furthermore, this history can be used to establish the proveness of a past useful record 
(Szulanski 1996, Rogers 1983) so as to determine the transferable knowledge’s credibility 
(Majchrzak et al 2004). For instance, in Critical Incident 6, Mr. Leduc investigated on how 
the obituary activities had been outsourced by another newspaper company. It eventually 
appeared that this outsourcing was not very successful for many reasons. This lack of 
credibility made him abandon the project. Besides, in Critical Incident 9, Mr. Jourdin 
discovered through his network the existence of an IT solution. By investigating how this 
solution had been used in the other company, he eventually proved that this system answered 
the associated problematic quite efficiently. As a consequence, he granted the IT solution 
much credibility.  
On the other hand, some metaknowledge of this category can help the knowledge reuser 
determine what kind of knowledge would be necessary to perform a given task or answer a 
problem. More precisely, it helps him determine his needs toward each element previously 
described in this part, as well for the general characteristics than for the ones defined by 
scholars. In other words, this metaknowledge helps the potential reuser characterize what kind 
of proveness he is waiting for, what kind of information the transferable knowledge should 
provide, what should be its life span and so on… 
For instance, in Critical Incident 1, Mr. Pihéry established from different sources some 
metaknowledge defining what the paper knives system would have to do (how much paper to 
cut, at which speed…). In Critical Incident 3, Mr. Bogneux also had to gather all the 
metaknowledge that would possibly help him delimit the kind of technology he wanted to 
acquire. That metaknowledge described the number of newspapers the presses had to produce, 
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the number of pages in a newspaper, the time needed to do that, the start-up loss accepted, the 










Figure 6.3 : Information provided by the metaknowledge belonging to the “Content” 
category 
6.6.2 Knowledge providing information related to the context 
surrounding the transferable knowledge 
The best way to introduce why knowledge reusers gather metaknowledge about context 
would be to quote Mr. Bogneux: “people have to make choices according to a technical 
dimension but also others ones. Beyond the technical dimension, you would have to know 
how your company works. The best machine according to a production expert is not the same 
as the one an advertiser would have chosen.” It shows how important the way knowledge is 
embedded in the company using it can be, thus pinpointing the importance of the context in 
some knowledge sharing process and the need to define it clearly. 
The context is the place where the transferable knowledge is embedded and used. For 
instance, the organizational culture in which the knowledge is embedded has an influence on 
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its use (Schein 1992). In a different context, it might be less or even not useful. Besides, the 
context influences the transfer through norm and value setting (Kostova 1999, Dover et al 
2000). 
Some of the metaknowledge belonging to that category helps the potential reuser characterize 
the context in which the transferable knowledge is or can be utilised. In other words, it 
describes the circumstances surrounding its present use at the source, everything that can have 
an influence on the transferable knowledge or its use. These circumstances can be company 
related, department related, people related, production related or else. For example, in Critical 
Incident 4, Mr. Pihéry visited the Finnish company to discover the subscriber management 
tools as well as to determine what the context (company, readers) surrounding the use of those 
tools was. In Critical Incident 6, Mr. Leduc investigated on the context (mainly composed of 
burial societies) surrounding the use of an outsourcing IT system.  
To facilitate this analysis, part of the metaknowledge belonging to that category can be used 
to establish some of the characteristics previously defined by other scholars. For instance, it 
can help the potential reuser estimate what the compatibility between the knowledge and the 
context of his organization (aka its adaptability) is (Rogers 1980, Majchrzak et al 2004). With 
that kind of metaknowledge, he can also reduce the irreducible uncertainty/causal ambiguity 
of the transferable knowledge (Szulanski 1996). Eventually, the metaknowledge belonging to 
that category can be used to establish what is the transferable knowledge’s dependency to a 
system (Winter 1987), i.e. how many people are needed for the production related to the 
knowledge and what their professional background has to be. 
Some of the metaknowledge belonging to that category is also there to help the potential 
reuser determine what the context of his company is. Therefore, he will be able to determine 
what should be the context surrounding transferable knowledge he might be interested in. 
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Thereby, he will be looking for some knowledge embedded in a context close to the one 
provided by his company so as to ease its adaptability for instance. In Critical Incident 1, 
some metaknowledge defining the paper quality and the rotary presses were accessed by Mr. 
Pihéry to establish the production context that would surround the future paper knives system. 
In Critical Incident 12, the printing plates machine imposed a context in which an IT system 
managing it had to run. Mr. Jourdin consulted some metaknowledge describing this machine 
(and therefore this context) so as to determine what kind of IT system suited his context best 
and he should purchase. 
As a conclusion, a classical awareness pattern involving material from that category would 
see the potential reuser access some metaknowledge describing his company’s context. Then, 
he would access some knowledge describing the context surrounding its present use at the 
source. Some appropriate comparisons would eventually allow him to determine if the 
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6.6.3 Knowledge providing information related to the source of the 
transferable knowledge:  
It is important for a potential reuser to evaluate with precision who or what the transferable 
knowledge source is. Indeed, the source can have a tremendous influence on the transfer 
course.  
Some of the metaknowledge belonging to that group is thus there to help the potential reuser 
characterize the source of the transferable knowledge. It describes the source’s nature, its 
location, its characteristics, its history, and its relationships with other entities or anything else 
related to it. In sum, it describes anything related to the source of the transferable knowledge 
that could have an effect on the transfer. For instance, in Critical Incident 3, Mr. Bogneux 
consulted much metaknowledge so that he could determine which sources would be best to 
deal with in order to purchase a good system. He eventually selected three companies out of 
five. In Critical Incident 13, Mr. Robicquet consulted some metaknowledge that helped him 
determine the price and delivery time of the various suppliers of a micro point camera system.  
Thus, with that kind of information, the potential reuser will be able to evaluate what the 
boundaries between a source and him are (syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic) and what their 
nature is (Strategic, geographical, customer related) (Carlile 2004). For instance, in Critical 
Incident 5, some metaknowledge was accessed by Mr. Leduc to estimate the boundaries 
between his company and the Irish company.  
He will also be able to determine what is his distance with the source and what kind of social 
ties he shares with it (Strength, knowledge, access, engagement, safety dimensions) (Cross et 
al 2001). In Critical Incident 11 for instance, Mr. Jourdin chose some suppliers because he 
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had acceded some metaknowledge within LA VOIX DU NORD that demonstrated they had 
serious social ties with his company 
Part of the metaknowledge belonging to that category is also used by the potential reuser to 
define what his needs towards the source are. In other words, that metaknowledge determines 
his needs toward each element concerning the source we previously developed in this part. 
For instance, this metaknowledge can help him define what kind of ties or what kind of 
boundaries he will have to look for with a transferable knowledge’s source. Thus, in Critical 
Incident 5, many factors called for an easy transfer. So it was determined that the boundaries 
between LA VOIX DU NORD and the transferable knowledge source should be as light as 
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6.6.4 Knowledge providing information related to the cost of acquisition 
and use of the transferable knowledge 
Resources are the key to many successful exchanges. As a consequence, a potential reuser is 
often willing to know what would be the price to overcome the boundaries standing between 
him and a source and what the use of some new knowledge would cost him. Yet, he also has 
to determine what added value, benefits or savings the transfer of some knowledge would 
bring to his company. In other words, he has to define the cost of knowledge transfer and cost 
of knowledge utilisation (Teece 1977). For example, in Critical Incident 10, it appeared that 
the IT to save ink had a price. However, it also permitted to save up of 15% of the ink usually 
consumed. In this case, the metaknowledge describing the costs and benefits of this 
technology proved to Mr. Jourdin it was worth transferring it. Another example, in Critical 
Incident 12, Mr. Jourdin accessed many metaknowledge to determine what would be the cost 
of each configurations of the IT managing the printing plates system, so as to determine the 
best trade-off. 
Some of the metaknowledge belonging to this group is thereby there to help the potential 
reuser evaluate the costs he or his company will have to incur if he decides to transfer and use 
some knowledge. Different kinds of cost have to be taken into account. There are those 
related to the transfer and those related to the subsequent use of the transferable knowledge. 
They are mostly human resources cost (work force) as in Critical Incident 3, time cost as in 
Critical Incident 2 or money cost a sin Critical Incident 15. To sum up, this metaknowledge 
describes all the costs related to the transferable knowledge, their causes and their evolution 
through the time.  
So, among other things, this metaknowledge can also be used to characterize the stickiness of 
some transferable knowledge. “The incremental expenditure required to transfer a given unit 
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of information to a specified locus in a form usable by an information seeker in a given 
contest” (Von Hippel 1994 pp.430) 
The other part of the metaknowledge belonging to that category helps the potential reuser 
determine what the resource (human, money, time) capabilities of his company are i.e. what 
kind of expenses it can sustain or wants to use so as to purchase and use a given knowledge. 
So, the metaknowledge collected in his company can help the potential reuser determine these 
points and show him what his possibilities are. For instance, in Critical Incident 2, the 
analysis of the situation brought by the change of format revealed that a daily 40 to 80 
minutes delay of production had appeared. So Mr. Ceugniet understood he had to look for 










Figure 6.6 : Information provided by the metaknowledge belonging to the “Cost” 
category 
6.6.5 Summary and conclusion of the part 
Proposition 7: knowledge accessed and developed by the potential reuser during the 
awareness process can be separated in 4 categories. These categories respectively 
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gathers knowledge containing information related to the content and characteristics of 
transferable knowledge surrounding the potential reuser, related to the context 
surrounding that transferable knowledge, related to the transfer cost and use cost of 
that transferable knowledge , and related the transferable knowledge source. 
Besides, in each categories of this second set, we found pieces of knowledge belonging to the 
two categories of the first set. Indeed, whereas the potential reuser has to know the four 
concepts (content, context, source and cost) of a transferable knowledge to truly grasp the 
related transferable knowledge, he has to define accurately the associated needs parts that to 
fully apprehend the need related to the transferable knowledge. So, this means that any pieces 
of knowledge involved in the awareness process will to one among eight groups (See Figure 
6.7).  
Proposition 8: depending on the kind of information provided and the element 
constituting the awareness process influenced by its use, the knowledge accessed and 
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Knowledge providing information related 
to the content and characteristics of the 
transferrable knowledge
Knowledge providing information 
related to the context surrounding 
the transferrable knowledge
Knowledge providing information 
related to the source of 
the transferrable knowledge
Knowledge whose information helps the 
potential reuser develop his awareness of 
some transferable knowledge.
Knowledge providing information related 
to the cost of transfer and cost of use of 
the transferrable knowledge
Knowledge whose information helps the 
potential reuser develop his awareness of 
his needs.
First set of categories: 




























Figure 6.7 : Groups of knowledge accessed or created by the potential reuser 
during the awareness process 
Moreover, we found out that the metaknowledge accessed during the awareness process was 
used by the potential reuser to evaluate many characteristics similar to those developed by 
scholars in other publications related to knowledge sharing. Some of this metaknowledge also 
helped the potential reuser define his needs towards these characteristics. We eventually set a 
table associating each category of the second set to a selection of characteristics already 
existing in the literature which could be defined thanks to the metaknowledge contained in the 
category (See Table 6.2). 
Proposition 9: each category belonging to the second set can be associated to a group of 
concepts related to knowledge sharing, according to the following table.  
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Content and characteristics of the 
transferrable knowledge
Context surrounding the 
transferrable knowledge
Cost of acquisition and use of the 
transferrable knowledge
 Transf. Knowledge Appropriability (Teece 1987)
 Transf. Knowledge Proveness of a past useful record ( Szulanski 1996, Rogers 1983)
 Transf. Knowledge Credibility (Majchrzak et al 2004)
 Transf. Knowledge Life span ( Darr et al 1995)
 Transf. Knowledge Adaptability (Rogers 1980)
 Transf. Knowledge Causal ambiguity (Szulanski 1996)
 Transf. Knowledge Dependency to a system (Winter 1987) 
 Nature and characteristics of the boundaries between the source and the potential 
resuer (Carlile 2004)
 Strength, knowledge, access, engagement, safety dimension of the ties between the 
source and the potential reuser (Cross et al 2001)
Source of the transferrable 
knowledge
 Transf. Knowledge stickiness (Von Hippel 1996)
Category of information 
provided by the metaknowledge
Concepts defined in previous researches that can be 
determined with the help of the content of the category
 




This chapter presented the second part of the main findings made during our study while we 
were trying to determine what kind of knowledge was involved in the awareness process. 
Since this research was conducted following an exploratory method, the contribution of this 
research should be viewed as an organized set of new insights rather than a statistically 
proven collection of hypotheses. 
Completing the insight on the awareness process made in chapter 6, the study of the 
knowledge accessed or developed throughout the Critical Incidents revealed it was mainly 
metaknowledge about the knowledge that would be transferred or about the related needs. 
Besides, it appeared this knowledge accessed or developed during the awareness phase could 
be divided into four other categories, depending on the kind of information (about the context, 
the source, the cost or the knowledge to be transferred) they contained. So, it was eventually 
stated that the knowledge accessed or developed during the awareness stage could belong to 8 
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different groups. It also appeared that the content of each category of the second set could 
help define some of the concepts and characteristics related to knowledge sharing which were 
defined by scholars in previous publications. 
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7 Discussion & Conclusion 
7.1 Introduction 
This chapter proposes to review the findings presented in this study and to discuss the 
implications of these findings for practitioners and scholars. The limitations of this study and 
the opportunities for further research will also be presented.  
7.2 Research findings 
Knowledge has become over the time a critical asset for organizations, which has to be dealt 
by an appropriate knowledge management policy. The close study of knowledge sharing 
processes, which are a vital component of this policy, revealed they could be divided into two 
different categories:  those belonging to an “awareness” phase and those belonging to a 
“knowledge transfer” stage. However, it appeared that the “awareness” phase has not been 
much undertaken by scholars, contrary to the “knowledge transfer” stage, and that there was a 
lack of an integrated view when dealing with this phase. Furthermore, a lack of perspectives 
about the nature of the knowledge involved in this process was uncovered. A set of research 
questions were therefore posed: 
- How do organization members develop the awareness process? 
- What kind of knowledge is developed or accessed during the awareness process? How 
could we categorize it? 
The openness of these research questions called for an exploratory approach. As a 
consequence, we used a case study methodology: the Critical Incident Technique. 15 Critical 
Incidents were collected in a newspaper company, LA VOIX DU NORD GROUP. The 
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analysis of the data uncovered in these Critical Incidents led to the findings of this study. 
Since we were using an exploratory method, these findings have to be perceived as a 
developed and organized collection of new insights rather than a series of hypothesis 
statistically supported. Those findings are summarized below. 
7.2.1 The Awareness process 
The close study of 15 Critical Incidents suggests that the “awareness” process, referred to in 
literature as the stage preceding knowledge transfer by identifying and selecting an interesting 
piece of knowledge to transfer, actually refers to four different elements, developed by the 
organization member:  
- The awareness of a transferable knowledge: building the awareness of some 
transferable knowledge is close to the awareness often mentioned in the literature. It is 
about discovering the existence of potentially transferable knowledge and gathering 
metaknowledge about it. So, a potential user will not be likely to transfer some 
knowledge until he has built a serious awareness of it. 
- The awareness of a need: building the awareness of a need is similar to the need 
definition sometimes mentioned in the literature. It is about the organization member 
discovering his needs and gathering knowledge about them. Thus, he is not likely to 
transfer some knowledge if he has not built a serious awareness of the related need 
- Understanding the importance of that need: realizing the importance of a need the 
organization member is aware of is essential for the awareness process to progress. It 
is about the organization member understanding that solving this need has become a 
priority. Thereby, he will not be prone to transfer some knowledge if he does not think 
the related need is important for him. 
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- Understanding the usefulness of this transferable knowledge toward that need:  
realizing the usefulness of a transferable knowledge toward a need is crucial for the 
awareness process to progress. It means the organization member understands that 
som transferable knowledge is able to answer one of his needs. Thus, to avoid a waste 
of resources, he will not be likely to transfer some knowledge if he does not think it is 
useful for him. 
The two first elements constituting the awareness process are based on the accumulation of 
knowledge. More precisely, these two elements describe the events through which the 
organization member gathers all the necessary knowledge to prepare a relevant and efficient 
transfer. These “knowledge gathering” elements, which are close to what has been presented 
in previous studies, represent the awareness of what (What are the needs? What is the 
transferrable knowledge?).  
The two last elements, built upon the knowledge gathered in the two “knowledge gathering” 
elements, are related to the establishment of “opinions” by the organization members. They 
explain why an organization member might decide to go further in the awareness process and 
more generally in the knowledge sharing process. These “opinion” elements represent the 
awareness of why (Why do the organization member want to answer that need rather than 
another? Why this knowledge is more suitable to answer that need rather than another?) 
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Awareness process
Awareness of a transferable knowledge
Awareness of a need
Understanding the Importance of the need
Understanding the 






Figure 7.1 : The elements constituting the awareness process 
In light of the Critical Incidents collected, the distinction of those 4 elements proved to be 
essential. The lack of one of them in an awareness process can prevent an organization 
member from identifying and selecting an interesting piece of knowledge to transfer. 
7.2.2 The development of the Awareness process 
The identification of the four elements constituting the awareness process permitted us to 
study their evolution through the 15 Critical Incidents we collected. We uncovered that this 
process could be divided into two stages. 
To begin with, there is the Development stage, which can last months. During this stage, the 
organization member first initiates the four elements constituting the awareness process 
without following a compulsory order. He then gradually develops them in parallel: 
- The organization member’s awareness of (or knowledge of) a transferable knowledge. 
This awareness can evolve from no awareness of the transferrable knowledge to 
perfect awareness of the transferrable knowledge 
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- The organization member’s awareness of a need. This awareness can evolve from no 
awareness of that need to perfect awareness of that need 
- The importance granted by the organization member to that need.  The level of that 
importance can evolve from the need having no importance to the need being an 
objective. 
- The usefulness, estimated by the organization member, of this transferable knowledge 
toward that need. The level of that usefulness can evolve from the transferrable 
knowledge being not useful to the transferrable knowledge being eligible to answer 
that need 
The development of these four elements may be influenced by external factors. The 
development of any of the elements constituting the awareness process might also influence 
the development of the other ones. 
The development stage can end when the organization member has an awareness of some 
transferable knowledge and of a related need that are good enough, and when he considers 
that this need is an objective and that the transferable knowledge is eligible to answer that 
need. 
The Decision stage is the second part of the awareness process. This is the milestone between 
awareness and transfer. Thereby this stage is quite short. At that time, the organization 
member checks if there is a true match between the need and the transferable knowledge. If 
so, he will make a final choice (especially if several technologies or knowledge are eligible to 
answer that need) and initiate a transfer.  
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Figure 7.2 : The awareness process 
 
7.2.3 Knowledge accessed or developed during the awareness process 
The close study of the knowledge accessed or developed by organization members in the 15 
Critical Incidents allowed us to determine it was essentially metaknowledge (or knowledge 
about knowledge) about the transferable knowledge. We were able to classify this 
metaknowledge along two different sets of categories: 
- The categories of the first set indicate which element constituting the awareness 
process sees its development directly influenced when the organization member 
accesses the information contained within a piece of knowledge belonging to them. 
- The categories of the second set indicate which kind of information a piece of 
knowledge belonging to them provides to the organization member using it. 
The first set contains two categories:  
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- Metaknowledge whose information helps the organization member develop his 
awareness of some transferable knowledge  
- Metaknowledge whose information helps the organization member develop his 
awareness of needs. 
The second set contains four categories: 
- Metaknowledge containing information related to the content and characteristics of the 
transferable knowledge surrounding the organization member 
- Metaknowledge containing information related to the context surrounding that 
transferable knowledge 
- Metaknowledge containing information related to the transfer cost and use cost of that 
transferable knowledge 
- Metaknowledge containing information related the transferable knowledge source. 
Besides, in each categories of this second set, we found pieces of knowledge belonging to the 
two categories of the first set. Indeed, whereas the organization member has to know the four 
concepts (content, context, source and cost) of a transferable knowledge to truly grasp the 
related transferable knowledge, he has to define accurately the associated needs parts that to 
fully apprehend the need related to the transferable knowledge.  
As a consequence, depending on the kind of information provided and the element 
constituting the awareness process influenced by its use, the knowledge accessed and 
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Figure 7.3 : Groups of knowledge accessed or created by the organization member 
 
Last but not least, we found out that the metaknowledge accessed during the awareness 
process was used by the organization member to evaluate many characteristics similar to 
those developed by scholars in other publications related to knowledge sharing. Some of this 
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Content and characteristics of the 
transferrable knowledge
Context surrounding the 
transferrable knowledge
Cost of acquisition and use of the 
transferrable knowledge
 Transf. Knowledge Appropriability (Teece 1987)
 Transf. Knowledge Proveness of a past useful record ( Szulanski 1996, Rogers 1983)
 Transf. Knowledge Credibility (Majchrzak et al 2004)
 Transf. Knowledge Life span ( Darr et al 1995)
 Transf. Knowledge Adaptability (Rogers 1980)
 Transf. Knowledge Causal ambiguity (Szulanski 1996)
 Transf. Knowledge Dependency to a system (Winter 1987) 
 Nature and characteristics of the boundaries between the source and the potential 
resuer (Carlile 2004)
 Strength, knowledge, access, engagement, safety dimension of the ties between the 
source and the potential reuser (Cross et al 2001)
Source of the transferrable 
knowledge
 Transf. Knowledge stickiness (Von Hippel 1996)
Category of information 
provided by the metaknowledge
Concepts defined in previous researches that can be 
determined with the help of the content of the category
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The individual awareness process, referred to in literature as the stage preceding 
knowledge transfer, is actually constituted of four elements, developed by the 
potential knowledge reuser:  
- the awareness of a transferable knowledge,  
- the awareness of a need,  
- understanding the importance of that need,  
- understanding the usefulness of this transferable knowledge toward that 
need. 
2 The 4 elements constituting the awareness process follow no compulsory order of initiation although they obey two logical series. 
3 
The 4 elements constituting the awareness process are gradually developed in 
parallel. These elements can always be subject to evolutions before the decision to 
transfer is taken by the potential reuser. 
4 External factors as well as internal cause-and-effect links between the elements 
constituting the awareness process can influence its development. 
5 
An awareness process will end successfully when the potential reuser judges that a 
transferable knowledge is eligible to answer a need estimated as an objective by the 
same potential reuser. If so, it will be possible to initiate the transfer. 
6 
The knowledge accessed or developed by the potential reuser during the awareness 
phase can be divided into two categories:  
- metaknowledge whose information helps the potential reuser develop his 
awareness of some transferable knowledge  
- metaknowledge whose information helps the potential reuser develop his 
awareness of needs. 
7 
Knowledge accessed and developed by the potential reuser during the awareness 
process can be separated in 4 categories. These categories respectively gathers 
knowledge containing information: 
- related to the content and characteristics of transferable knowledge 
surrounding the potential reuser,  
- related to the context surrounding that transferable knowledge,  
- related to the transfer cost and use cost of that transferable knowledge,  
- related the transferable knowledge source. 
8 
Depending on the kind of information provided and the element constituting the 
awareness process influenced by its use, the knowledge accessed and developed 
by the potential reuser during the awareness process can be separated in 8 groups. 
9 Each category belonging to the second set can be associated to a group of concepts 
related to knowledge sharing. 
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7.3 Implication for research 
Several implications for theories related to knowledge sharing can be derived from the 
research findings presented above. 
First, these findings confirm the importance of the process in which a knowledge gap and 
some previously unknown knowledge whose transfer could fill that gap are identified and 
complete the previous models that described it.  
Previous studies already illustrated this process. For instance, there is the first stage of 
Szulanski’s knowledge transfer process (2000), called “initiation”. This phase begins with a 
“formation of a transfer seed” and finishes with a “decision to transfer”. As for him, Le Van 
(2006) presented this stage as the phase in which the awareness of the existence of 
knowledge, awareness of a knowledge source and awareness of a knowledge need were 
acquired.  
Our framework refines the development of the awareness concept into four distinct and well 
defined elements and sheds new lights on the awareness stage.  
The first two elements describe the awareness process as the phase during which the 
awareness of a transferable knowledge and the awareness of a need are built, which is close to 
previous studies’ results. In other words, these two elements include the events through which 
the organization member gathers all the necessary knowledge (related to the organization 
member needs and to the transferrable knowledge) to prepare a relevant and efficient transfer. 
However, aside from the two “classical” elements based on the accumulation of knowledge, 
we uncovered two other elements constituting the awareness process that were related to the 
establishment of “opinions” by the organization member: understanding the importance of his 
needs and understanding the usefulness of the trans
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These two “opinion” elements, built upon the knowledge gathered in the two “classical” 
elements, were neglected by most if not all of the studies dealing with the awareness process. 
Scholars tended to explain what was discovered during the stage but not why an organisation 
member decided to proceed and eventually transfer some knowledge. And yet, our findings 
proved that the organizational member thinking his need was important and the knowledge he 
might transfer was valuable enough mostly triggered the final decision to transfer. So these 
two “opinion” elements, which explain why an organization member decides to answer that 
need rather than another by transferring that knowledge rather than another, are essential to 
the final outcome of an awareness process. To sum up, these two last categories explain why 
an organization member decides to go further in the awareness process.  
Further studies dealing with the awareness process should therefore take these “opinion 
making” elements into account on top of the “knowledge gathering” aspects usually studied. 
In other words, when focusing on the awareness process, scholars should concentrate on the 
awareness of what (What are the needs ? What is the transferrable knowledge ?) as well as 
the awareness of why (Why do the organization member want to answer that need rather than 
another ? Why this knowledge is more suitable to answer that need rather than another?) 
The second main implication these findings spawn is related to the process through which 
awareness is developed. With few exceptions, the literature review revealed that scholars 
assumed certain types of awareness were developed before others. For instance, Majchrzak et 
al (2004) advocated that organization members were well aware of their needs before 
engaging in a knowledge sharing process. Besides, scholars tend to present the awareness 
process as a linear process, which initiates with the definition of a need, continues with the 
search for and the discovery of some suitable knowledge and finishes with the initiation of the 
transfer (Markus 2001, Majchrzak et al 2004).  
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When we applied this linear process to our model, it appeared the awareness of a need had to 
happen first, understanding the importance of the need had to come second, the awareness of 
a knowledge had to happen third while the usefulness of the knowledge toward the need had 
to complete the process. However, our findings didn’t match these predictions.  
First, the order of initiation of the four elements constituting the awareness process didn’t 
follow a compulsory order. Besides, their development was done in parallel during the whole 
process. Thus, we found no evidence proving it was compulsory to complete one of them 
before initiating another. Furthermore, we found out these elements could always be subject 
to evolutions before a decision to transfer was taken. 
Further studies dealing with the awareness process should therefore consider the awareness 
stage as a process whose elements can be clearly defined but whose evolution should be 
considered with caution, at a process level rather than a sub-process level. 
The third implication for research on knowledge sharing stems on the sets of categories 
among which the knowledge accessed or developed by the organization member during the 
awareness process can be distributed, more especially on the second one. The four categories 
of this second set were defined according to the kind of information the knowledge belonging 
to those categories could provide to the organization members accessing it. Besides, we were 
able to link each of those categories to a group of concepts related to knowledge sharing 
which were already defined by scholars (See Table 7).  
As a consequence, we propose that, in further studies dealing with knowledge sharing, 
scholars should consider if the concepts they introduced could fit in this table and if so, 
complete it. It would help practitioners determine which knowledge accessed or developed 
during the awareness process is more appropriate for the characterization of these concepts. 
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7.4 Implications for practice 
Knowledge sharing is a process made of two primary stages, as described in the literature 
review: awareness and transfer. However, while the transfer stage has been addressed more 
than often, few studies have been written about the awareness stage. As the consequence, it 
can be difficult for managers to find clear implications which could help them master this 
concept. And yet, these implications are essential to them. As we explained in the literature 
review, a transfer is often costly and arduous to complete (Szulanski 2000). So, awareness 
processes have to be carefully monitored by managers so as to avoid useless transfers and 
minimize the stickiness of those that are realised.  
As this study focuses on the knowledge gathered and the judgements made through the 
awareness process by the individual knowledge-seekers, we were able to establish new 
implications for practice in the area of awareness management, according to the findings 
previously presented. Derived from the findings presented in the previous parts, the 
implications for practice are fourfold. 
The first implication comes from the refinement of the awareness process into four elements. 
Indeed, this refinement implicates some questions managers and organizations members 
embedded in an awareness process should consider regularly:  
- What have I developed in this awareness process?  
In other words, they should regularly consider: 
- What their awareness of the need is 
- What their awareness of the transferrable knowledge is 
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- What their understanding of the importance of his need is 
- What their understanding of the usefulness of the transferrable knowledge toward that 
need is 
Answering these questions will help managers and organization members detect which 
problems they are confronted to while dealing with an arduous awareness process. Indeed, 
instead of diagnosing a vague “lack of awareness”, an organization member confronted to an 
arduous awareness process and considering these questions will be able to detect one of the 
following problems: 
- A lack of awareness of transferable knowledge: the organization member may not be 
able to gather a satisfactory amount of information about some existing transferable 
knowledge. 
- A lack of awareness of needs: the organization member may not be able to gather a 
satisfactory amount of information about the needs and to define them accurately. 
- An incapability to judge the importance of certain needs: the organization member 
may not be able to judge efficiently if the resolution of one of his needs is important 
for his project or his company. 
- An incapability to judge the usefulness of some transferable knowledge: the 
organization member may not be able to judge efficiently the usefulness of some 
external knowledge toward his needs. 
Detecting which elements are inadequately developed will therefore lead organization 
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To conclude, answering the questions will help organization members whose elements have 
reached a satisfactory level in a given awareness process. As a consequence, they won’t have 
to concentrate as much as before on these elements and not waste resources. Eventually, 
answering these questions will help managers measure the consequences of management 
decisions concerning the awareness process. 
The second implication to practitioners is based on the framework describing how awareness 
is developed. Thus, understanding how this process works will help them improve the way 
they and their organisation acquire new knowledge. Since the four elements constituting the 
awareness process can be developed quite independently from each other, it’s therefore, 
possible to dispatch among team members the work necessary to make an awareness process 
progress. For instance, in a given awareness process, a manager can make one of his 
subordinates concentrate on gathering metaknowledge about the need, another one deal with 
the gathering of metaknowledge gathering about the transferrable knowledge and the last one 
focus on understanding the opinion elements. So, this new understanding of the way the 
awareness process is built gives the managers possibilities to optimize a team’s contribution 
to an awareness process. 
The third implication is a consequence of the categorization in 8 groups of the knowledge 
accessed or developed by practitioners during the awareness stage. Indeed, this refinement 
implicates some questions practitioners embedded in a given awareness process should 
consider regularly:  
- What kind of metaknowledge have I gathered until now? 
- What kind of metaknowledge am I accessing now?  
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In other words, they should consider, for both their need and the transferrable knowledge they 
have access to: 
- What metaknowledge related to the content of the knowledge to transfer they have 
gathered / they are accessing 
- What metaknowledge related to the context surrounding the knowledge to transfer 
they have gathered / they are accessing 
- What metaknowledge related to the source of the knowledge to transfer they have 
gathered / they are accessing 
- What metaknowledge related to the cost of transfer and the cost of use of the 
knowledge to transfer they have gathered / they are accessing 
First, answering these questions will help practitioners review the sort of information they 
have already gathered during a given awareness process. Then, when accessing some new 
metaknowledge, answering these questions will force practitioners to classify this 
metaknowledge properly.  
Besides, if a practitioner hasn’t enough data to determine his needs or to analyse some 
transferable knowledge, then, instead of diagnosing a rather vague “lack of metaknowledge”, 
answering these questions will help him pinpoint what his metaknowledge deficiencies are. 
Thus, a practitioner is likely to face one of these problems while trying to determine his needs 
or to analyse some transferable knowledge: 
- Lack of information about some transferable knowledge:  a practitioner may not have 
enough information about the characteristics of some transferable knowledge he 
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knows the existence of. He may also not be able to uncover the characteristics of some 
knowledge likely to answer his needs. 
- Lack of information about the context surrounding some transferable knowledge: a 
practitioner may not have enough information about the context surrounding some 
transferable knowledge he is interested in. This lack of information may thus prevent 
him from characterising this context, which could worsen a possible transfer. 
- Lack of information about the source of some knowledge: a practitioner may not have 
enough information about the source of some transferable knowledge and its 
characteristics. By not understanding the source, the practitioner makes a possible 
transfer more difficult to accomplish. 
- Lack of information about the cost for the transfer and use of some knowledge: a 
practitioner may not know what the resources needed for the transfer and for the use 
of some knowledge are. This vague situation may then prevent him from transferring 
it, because of being not sure of what his actions would cost his company. 
Detecting what kind of information is lacking will therefore lead practitioners to act upon 
these troubles by trying to gather more metaknowledge belonging to the related group.  
To conclude, considering these questions will help practitioners determine which kind of 
metaknowledge they don’t need to gather any more in a given awareness process. As a 
consequence, they won’t have to concentrate as much as before on these elements and not 
waste resources.  
The fourth implication is driven by the table associating categories of the second set (which 
indicate which kind of information a piece of knowledge belonging to them provides to the 
organization member using it) to existing knowledge sharing concepts. With the help of this 
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table, practitioners will be able to earn a lot of time when trying to apply one knowledge 
sharing concept during a given awareness process (like trying to define the life span of some 
transferrable knowledge for instance). Indeed, instead of controlling which metaknowledge 
among all the metaknowledge they have gathered could be useful to apply it, they will only 
have to control the metaknowledge belonging to the appropriate category.  
7.5 Limitations of this research and future work 
The concept of awareness, the process through which it is developed, and the knowledge that 
is involved in it constitute a collection of issues that have drawn surprisingly little attention 
from scholars, in spite of their proven significance. In this study, ranging from the literature 
review to the analysis of the incidents via the design of the Critical Incident Technique, the 
amount of endeavour, care, and forethought have been only limited by the researcher’s skills 
and resources. However, new insights and an improved comprehension of the focal issues 
depicted above have been gained. Besides, the implications for research and practitioners are 
substantial. Yet, as with any research, the actual work presents limitations that are worth 
exposing, as they open the way to further promising undertakings. 
7.5.1 Qualitative approach and generalization of research findings 
Due to the exploratory nature of this study, a qualitative approach using the Critical Incident 
Technique and a single master case in LA VOIX DU NORD GROUP has been decided upon. 
While providing many advantages, this research design presents some inherent limitations as 
well. The context surrounding LA VOIX DU NORD is original since there are few or no 
boundaries between the different competitors in the newspaper market, making the 
communication far easier among them. 
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The fact that the various Critical Incidents used in the analysis chapter come from a unique 
company calls for additional studies. These studies would have to be conducted across a 
larger sample of organizations to reinforce the external validity of the present findings. 
Moreover, while the qualitative approach significantly aided in grasping the context 
surrounding the awareness process and revealed major constructs; a quantitative approach 
would now be appropriate in order to test the findings. This approach would be based on a set 
of statistical tools applied to a broader sample, which would increase the robustness of the 
theory. 
7.5.2 Practicability of research findings 
During the research process, the objective of producing actionable knowledge directly 
relevant to practitioners was kept in sight. The strategies that we identified to improve 
knowledge research and selection stem from this concern. Yet, there is still a gap between 
presenting some implications as in the above parts and displaying a management tool ready to 
use for practitioners. 
Transforming the developed theory into a consulting tool would certainly prove to be more 
useful to practitioners, and its application in several organizations could simultaneously 
provide rich cases for scholars. 
7.5.3 External environmental factors 
This study aims at understanding the awareness stage of the knowledge sharing process and at 
identifying the kind of knowledge that is involved in that stage. While the decisions taken by 
the potential knowledge reuser are essential to explain how an awareness process is 
developed, other factors are to be considered when dealing with this stage. Those are the 
environmental factors such as the organizational structure, laws, firm culture or market 
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pressure, which might be relevant issues requiring further examination. So, resources should 
be spent in future studies so as to determine what the external factors on the awareness 
process are exactly, what their impacts on the awareness process are and at which level they 
occur. 
7.5.4 Relationships between awareness components 
The results of this research provided four elements constituting the awareness. Moreover, this 
study established that some cause-to-effect relationships existed between some of those 
elements (Proposition 4). However, due to insufficient data, it was not possible to make these 
relationships explicit for every possible combination of elements. Based on additional data, a 
study focusing on those cause-to effect relationships might provide relevant conclusions. It 
might thus be possible to generalise the concept of the cause-and-effects links to every 
element constituting the awareness process and allow the characterisation of twelve cause-
and-effect links.  
7.6 Conclusion 
Because of the increasing importance of knowledge in organization, it has become vital for 
executives to design and spread in their companies some processes that would improve and 
facilitate knowledge detection and sharing among organization members. The review of 
extant literature showed that knowledge sharing issues, and more specifically knowledge 
transfer issues, had been closely examined by scholars. However, little attention had been 
paid to the “awareness” stage or to the knowledge accessed or developed during this process. 
The objective of this research is to address the identified gap. Due to the exploratory nature of 
the research inquiry, a case-based research design, the Critical Incident Technique is chosen. 
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The collection and analysis of a set of 15 Critical Incidents bring forth several new insights 
relevant to practitioners and scholars. These are: 
- The identification of some advantageous knowledge to transfer requires organizational 
members to develop four distinct elements constituting the awareness process: the 
awareness of a transferable knowledge, the awareness of a need, understanding the 
importance of that need and eventually understanding the usefulness of this 
transferable knowledge toward that need. 
- The initiation of those four elements follows no compulsory order and these elements 
are gradually developed in parallel: two different awareness processes will therefore 
have two different development patterns. 
- External factors as well as internal cause-and-effect links between the elements 
constituting the awareness process can influence its development 
- An awareness process will end successfully when the practitioner judges that some 
knowledge is eligible to answer an objective. If so, it will be possible to initiate the 
transfer 
- The knowledge accessed or developed by the practitioner during the awareness 
process can be distributed along two sets of categories. The 2 categories of the first set 
indicate which element constituting the awareness process (awareness of the need or 
awareness of the transferrable knowledge) sees its development directly influenced 
when the organization member accesses the information contained within a piece of 
knowledge belonging to them. The 4 categories of the second set indicate which kind 
of information (content of the transferrable knowledge, context surrounding it, source 
of the transferrable knowledge or cost of transfer and cost of use of the knowledge) a 
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piece of knowledge belonging to them provides to the organization member using it. 
Therefore, the knowledge accessed or developed by the practitioner during the 
awareness process can be distributed between 8 groups. 
- Certain knowledge accessed or developed during the awareness process are more 
appropriate for the characterization of certain knowledge sharing related concepts. 
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Appendix A:   Interview questions 
 
(Note: The semi-structured interviews which have been conducted in LA VOIX DU NORD 
were guided based on the set of questions presented below. The exact formulation of each 
question, the order according to which questions were asked, and the expectations regarding 
the answers’ breadth and degree of detail followed rules of personal congeniality and 
depended upon the interviewees’ position and on their familiarity with the subject of inquiry. 
The interviews were conducted in the mother tongue of both the interviewer and interviewees 
and questions had been translated from English accordingly, prior to the interviews) 
 
Questions on specific awareness events and their context 
Remember your last or current project. Think of a time when some knowledge you never used 
before had a critical effect on the project, for example improving its outcome or helping solve 
a complex problem: 
- What was the situation?  
- What was the knowledge involved? 
- Which motivations led you to search, discover and then use this knowledge? Could 
you describe the way you achieved these stages? 
- Could you make the timeline of these events? 
Questions on considerations about these awareness events 
- Do you think there could have been any way to speed up the whole process?  
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- Do you think that you missed more suitable knowledge? 
- Do you think you could have used some you already possessed? 
Questions on general awareness attitude 
- Are you sometimes randomly looking for new knowledge?  
- What make you choose some piece of knowledge rather than another? 
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Appendix C: Additional Literature  
C.1: Knowledge classifications 
Scholars in knowledge management prefer to evolve in a middle ground contrary to the 
epistemologists who clearly divide between objectivists and constructivists. Hence, they stand 
between constructivism and objectivism. Actually, they tend to classify knowledge under new 
perspectives. Thereby, in an attempt to reduce the vagueness of knowledge, many scholars 
create categories to categorize any piece of knowledge that presents itself to them. That is 
why it is now possible to find numerous categorizations in the literature. These classifications 
are there to help define knowledge creation, management, valuation and sharing. Some of the 
most relevant ones shall be presented in the following paragraphs. 
Modes of acquisition 
First, there are classifications related to the way knowledge is acquired. For example, there 
are a priori knowledge and a posteriori knowledge. A priori knowledge is knowledge that is 
acquired independently of experience (that is non-empirical) while a posteriori knowledge is 
knowledge that is learnt by experience (that is empirical).  
As for Uzzi and Lancaster (2003), they develop the concept of public/private knowledge for 
people working in a given market. They define public knowledge as publicly available and 
managed through standard instruments, like company reports, whereas private knowledge is 
idiosyncratic and non-standard information about the firm, like undocumented product 
capabilities or special contractual provisions. As a consequence, private knowledge is not 
publicly available. 
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Significance of the knowledge 
Another important categorization deals with the meaning conveyed by the knowledge. In 
other words, this classification answers the question “what is this knowledge for?” Many 
scholars contribute to that topic. However they do not reach a common viewpoint as this 
study uncovers.  
One of the recurrent findings in that field is the classification under declarative knowledge or 
procedural knowledge categories (Borgatti and Cross 2003; Moorman and Miner 1998). 
Thus, Borgatti and Cross (2003) identify declarative knowledge as a concept named know-
what and procedural knowledge to know-how in their article on social networks. They also 
pinpoint the importance of a third category, know-who, which is linked to knowledge of social 
networks. As for him, Rogers also introduces a third category different from Borgatti & 
Cross’ findings: know-why knowledge (also Garud 1997; Dutton and Thomas 1985). The 
following contains definitions of these terms. 
Know-what knowledge, which is also called “awareness knowledge”, and answers the 
question “what is innovation?”. It is the knowledge of facts. Whereas know-how knowledge, 
also named “how-to knowledge”, answers the question “how does it work?”. It is knowledge 
about how things are done, and is acquired through a process of learning by doing (Rogers 
1995; Moorman and Miner 1998; Arrow 1962). Finally, know-why knowledge, also named 
“principles knowledge”, is acquired by research, and answers the question “why does it 
work?”. It points to the underlying functioning principles (Rogers 1995; Dutton and Thomas 
1985) 
To illustrate these concepts, let us take a plane as an example. The know-what related to the it 
would be an accurate description of the plane and its components while the know-how would 
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be a handbook explaining how to fly a plane. Eventually, the physical laws that explain the 
flight of the plane would be the know-why. 
This topic is also an excellent occasion to present one of the recurrent flaws in knowledge 
management research. Actually, some concepts are sometimes given the same names even if 
their meanings are completely different. For example, know-what is defined as knowledge 
about facts by Borgatti and Cross whereas Garud define it as “know-what-the-customer-
wants” (so as to modify the product in accordance with their desire), which is learnt by using 
(Rosenberg 1982). That kind of disagreements can be found in many areas of the knowledge 
management literature, which makes dealing with some definitions requiring care. This will 
also introduce increased attention when defining some concepts in this thesis. 
To conclude, while dealing with the very nature of knowledge’s, it is established that it was 
dependant upon the way it was learnt (a priori/a posteriori), the kind of information it carries 
(know how, know why…) or its context (public/private) among other things.  
C.2: Knowledge creation 
Learning typologies 
Since the literature focuses on knowledge, it is natural to spend some paragraphs on its 
creation. Unsurprisingly, many scholars research it. To begin with an introduction of the 
processes related to knowledge creation is necessary. Thus, Zollo and Winter (2001) 
identified three learning processes that set in the firm: experience accumulation (routine 
based, learning by doing and learning by using), knowledge articulation (learning by 
reflecting and learning by thinking, by discussing, by confronting,) and knowledge 
codification (learning by writing, by implementing, replicating and adapting codified 
knowledge) (Schon 1983, 1987; Levinthal and March 1993).  
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As for them, Prencipe and Tell (2001) greatly summarise the literature on that topic by putting 
together the different learning typologies, outcomes and economic benefits of each of these 
learning processes in a table (see figure A). Moreover, Cowan and Foray (1997 pp. 596) 
pinpoint the importance of knowledge codification, the “process of conversion of knowledge 
into messages that can be processed as information”. It is indeed a significant part of 
knowledge management, especially from a firm’s or a consultants’ perspective. 
 
Learning typologies  Learning by doing
 Learning by using
 Learning by reflecting
 Learning by thinking
 Learning by discussing
 Learning by confronting
Outcomes
 Local experts and 
experiential knowledge in 
individuals (e.g. subject 
matter expert
 Symbolic representation 
and communication
 Improved understanding of 
action-performance relation 
(predictive knowledge)





 Learning by writing and 
rewriting
 Learning by implementing
 Learning by replicating
 Learning by adpating
 Codified manuals, 
procedures (e.g
management process)
 Economics of information 






Figure A: Learning typologies, outcomes and economical benefits  
(Source: A. Prencipe and F. Tell 2001) 
 
Spiral of knowledge 
Yet, knowledge creation is not only a question of processes. This stage also depends on the 
kind of the created knowledge. Thereby, Nonaka (1994) creates, with Takeuchi (1995), a 
model explaining the multiple possibilities of creation and transformation of knowledge, 
depending on their explicit or tacit nature. According to them, knowledge is created at both 
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the people and the organisation level. It will then move from one level to the other by 
interacting with other types of knowledge and by being converted alternatively into explicit 
and tacit knowledge in a cyclical pattern. This pattern is the Spiral of knowledge model 
(Nonaka 1994; See figure B).  
If the knowledge creation is that closely intertwined with the concept of tacitness, this relation 
requires further investigation. This questioning is addressed by Ancori et al (2000), who states 
that some people thought all knowledge could be codified whereas others declare that any 














Figure B: Modes of the Knowledge Creation (Source: Nonaka 1994) 
 
To conclude, even if knowledge creation is primarily a process, we shouldn’t forget the nature 
of the created knowledge has a huge importance too. 
C.3: Sharing mechanisms 
Thus, sharing mechanisms play an important role in knowledge reuse since they physically 
allow people to overcome boundaries and access some new knowledge. Boh (2005) defined 
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them as “the formal and informal mechanisms for sharing, integrating, interpreting and 
applying the know-what, know-how and know-why embedded in individuals and groups that 
is relevant to the organization and its members”. As for him, Chai (2003 pp.32) proposed “a 
structured, management-supported practice that allows knowledge transfer between 
participating organization members” as a definition. 
A wide diversity of medias/mechanisms can be found within or between companies: face to 
face, telephone, addressed documents, unaddressed documents, communities of practice, 
tutoring, exchange of technicians among regions workshops, expert interviews (Hoegl 2005; 
Daft & al 1987; Wenger and Snyder 2000; Le Van 2006) 
Reachness and richness of mechanisms 
While searching for better ways to describe them, two characteristics emerged from the 
literature: the richness and the reachness. On one hand, sharing mechanisms’ richness reveals 
their capacity to facilitate shared meaning. A rich medium helps the understanding, is more 
personal and interactive, involves individuals whereas media of lower richness are impersonal 
and based on procedures or databases. Rich media are thus more efficient to transfer tacit 
knowledge (Daft & Lengel 1984). On the other hand, mechanism’s reachness represents the 
extent to how many people this media is able to reach and its capability to overcome time and 
geographical barriers.  
Moreover, these two dimensions are related. Working on the sharing mechanisms in 
knowledge reuse, Chai (2003) established there was a trade off between reach and richness: 
mechanisms with high reach like e-mail tended to have low richness and vice versa. Along 
these lines, Daft & Lengel (1986) hypothesize that media able to reduce significantly 
equivocality were unable to reduce uncertainty and conversely. 
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Categorization of mechanisms 
However, it is possible to find other way to characterize sharing mechanisms. Looking for 
new perspectives, some scholars categorize sharing mechanisms in classifications sets that 
they created or that are used in other domains of knowledge management. For example, 
Prencipe and Tell (2001) classify them according to their efficiency relative to each 
knowledge creation processes (experience accumulation, knowledge articulation or 
knowledge codification). Furthermore, Hoegl (2005) categorizes them depending on their 
efficiency for each of the four different types of knowledge conversion (Nonaka 1994). 
Finally, it is possible to categorize them according to the embeddedness and the tacitness of 
the knowledge transferred with high efficiency (Chai 2003. See figure C). 
Explicit 
(low tac., low emb.)
Endemic
(low tac., high emb.)
Experiential
(high tac., low emb.)
 Reports, periodicals, standard operating 
procedures
 Best practice guidelines, periodicals, 
benchmarking, forums, international teams
 Expatriation
Transfer MechanismsTypes of Knowledge
Existential
(high tac., high emb.)  Overseas training
 
Figure C: Types of knowledge and Knowledge sharing Mechanisms (Source: Chai 2003) 
 
This proves that knowing its mechanisms is essential for an organization wanting to share 
knowledge efficiently, regardless which stage of the knowledge cycle is concerned. Each 
mechanism has its own characteristics (richness, reachness) making it more suitable to 
specific opportunities. 
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To conclude, appendixes C.1, C.2 and C.3 serve as a partial overview of what happens to the 
knowledge through the processes of knowledge management, from its creation to its sharing. 
C.4: Knowledge Reuse 
Knowledge reuse and knowledge sharing 
To begin with, knowledge reuse is often presented along knowledge sharing. So, to avoid 
later confusions, a clear distinction must be made between them even if they are almost the 
same. Indeed, the source of knowledge can be the reuser in knowledge reuse whereas 
knowledge sharing involves at least two different persons. As a consequence, it is better to 
say that knowledge sharing is included in knowledge reuse.  
However, we are only interested in knowledge sharing because of our inter-organizational 
research context even if we often have to cite the knowledge reuse in our literature review.  
Thus it will be assumed hereafter that its knowledge sharing part is the one concerned each 
time we talk about knowledge reuse. 
The signal metaphor 
As presented before, knowledge management research often deals with processes.  Among the 
firsts to describe the processes behind knowledge sharing between people were Shannon and 
Weaver (1949). Their model is quite simple and uses a metaphor based on communication 
theory (See figure D). A transmitter/holder of some information/knowledge brings it to a 
receiver/seeker through a channel that may be perturbed by some noise.  
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Information 









Figure D: Shannon and Weaver’s model of communication  
(Source: Shannon and Weaver, 1949) 
 
However, Shannon and Weaver’s model is too simple to accurately describe human 
communications. Even if this model is still cited at the beginning of many papers on 
knowledge sharing, scholars have agreed on a fact: knowledge sharing is more than a linear 
one way exchange between an active sender and a passive receiver (Rogers and Kincaid 
1981).  
Actually, whereas communication theory deals with the transfer of a 
signal/message/information, knowledge sharing has to deal with knowledge, which is far 
more complex than simple data, as described earlier. Yet, this establishment of a pattern 
helped define some of the main actors of this process by likeness: the knowledge seeker, the 
knowledge holder and the sharing mechanisms. 
Hindrances to knowledge sharing 
Sharing processes often do not set smoothly. On the contrary, Sambamurthy and Subramanian 
(2005) even identified three kinds of problems related to knowledge sharing that illustrate the 
noises that Shannon and Weaver (1949) located.  
First of them, problems of knowledge coordination occur when people do not know if the 
knowledge needed to solve their problem exists and where they could find it. Besides, some 
problems related to knowledge transfer happen when a source of knowledge is located. The 
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knowledge may then be difficult to acquire because of stickiness for example (Szulanski 
1995, 2000; Von Hippel 1994). At length, there are also the problems linked to the 
motivational and reward aspects of knowledge reuse. 
Though, these noises are not a fatality. While developing their models, scholars actually 
found stages whose completion answered these problems. 
Deepened definition 
Thus, since Shannon and Weaver, many scholars tangled with knowledge sharing, trying to 
illustrate it with accurate and clear processes.  When Markus (2001) was describing the whole 
cycle of knowledge, he also examined closely the knowledge reuse process, dividing it into 
four stages. The first stage is the definition of the search question by the knowledge seeker. 
Then, there are the search for and location of experts or expertise. This stage especially 
involves recall that information has been stored, in what location and under what index or 
classification scheme. From the result of this search, an appropriate expert or expert advice is 
selected and some knowledge that answers the search question is captured and codified. This 
phase includes recognition that the information meets the users’ need. The final stage occurs 
during the application of the captured knowledge, which may involve reconceptualization of 
knowledge.  
As for them, Dennis and Vessey (2005) identified three stages that are actually close to 
Markus’ ones. First, there are the research and selection of a suitable knowledge by the user. 
Then the selected knowledge is contextualized to the user environment. Finally, the 
knowledge is applied to the user job. 
The simpler model was proposed by Hansen et al (2005) who differentiate three phases of the 
knowledge reuse process. First, he recognizes the decision to seek knowledge, then the search 
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for knowledge and eventually the knowledge transfer. In that case, it is also possible to find 
similitude with their counterparts processes. 
From what can be seen here, it is obvious there is a clear parting in the knowledge sharing 
processes. On one hand, there are the stages related to the search for knowledge, which can be 
associated with evaluation and definition of the search question. These are the preparation 
stages for the knowledge transfer. On the other hand, there is the knowledge sharing itself, 
also called transfer. Scholars often prefer to focus on the input and output parts of the 
knowledge sharing process, instead of studying the process as a whole. 
C.5: Social networks 
When dealing with knowledge sharing, which means people have to know each other by one 
way or another to share knowledge, the social network theory that deals with these relations 
between people has to be introduced.  
Why social networks? 
Indeed, the deep importance of social ties to acquire knowledge does not require further proof 
(Granovetter 1973; Allen 1977; Burt 1992).  For example, Cross et al (2001) explained that 
“engineers and scientists were generally five times more likely to turn to a person for 
information than an impersonal source such a database”.  
Moreover, they stated (pp.100) that “when they thought of where people turn for information 
or knowledge, they thought of databases, the internet, intranets and portals or other, more 
traditional, repositories such as file cabinets or policy and procedure manuals. However, a 
significant component of a person’s information environment consists of the relationships he 
or she can tap for various informational”. 
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To summarize these statements, we may say that we should forget the common place that 
knowledge sources are mostly inanimate. Instead, we should focus on the fact that who you 
know significantly impact what you come to know (Cross et al 2001), which reveal the great 
importance of social networks in knowledge management. 
Social networks definition 
Even if we know why we should take interest of social networks now, a definition is called 
for. As depicted by Hansen et Al (2005), a social network is simply composed of nodes and 
ties. Its nodes are the individuals and the ties depict the relationships among them. Eventually, 
the network will be defined by its size, the strength of its relations and the degree of perceived 
competition inherent in relations.  
However, that there is often a gap between theory and practice, of course, should not be 
dismissed. Thus, Cross et al (2001) noticed that there could be tremendous difference between 
the official network of a company and the informal, real, one. 
Besides, there are various sets of social networks. Thereby, Hansen et al (2005) identify three 
subsets of networks made of dyadic relations: within team network, intersubsidiary network, 
transfer network. 
Ties characteristics 
To manage these networks better, Cross et al (2001) try to characterize accurately any dyadic 
relation of a network and created a set of four dimensions. Thus, a relation is qualified by its 
knowledge (how much the individuals know what the other know), its access (which kind of 
access individuals have to the other and how fast it is), its engagement (what is the 
ANALYZING KNOWLEDGE AWARENESS THESIS 
  - 231- 
willingness of the individuals to engage in any problem solving provided by the other) and the 
safety of the relationship. 
Strong ties, weak ties 
Though, if only one characteristic of ties is to be discussed, it would be their strength as there 
is the tacitness for the knowledge. They have indeed a huge influence on most of the 
processes initiated by the members of a tie. Actually, there are strong ties which present high 
values in Cross et al (2001) dimensions and weak ties that rather have low values. As a 
consequence, people tend to have stronger social ties with those that are alike them (Mardsen 
1990; Zenger and Lawrence 1989; Brass 1995).  
Then, what are the effects of this strength? According to Granovetter (1973), on one hand, 
weak ties are more useful when looking for new information or transferring inter-firm public 
knowledge. This is not surprising since people tend to have more weak ties as they are easier 
to create and maintain. On the other hand, stronger ties are more useful when looking for or 
transferring tacit, private or complex knowledge (Hansen 1999; Uzzi 1997; Uzzi and 
Lancaster 2003). Moreover, the stronger the tie with someone is, the higher the probability to 
reuse their knowledge one day. It is also easier to transfer some knowledge like best practice 
or product innovation knowledge through established and positive relationships, i.e. strong 
ties (Tushman 1977; Hansen 1999; Szulanski 1996)  
Yet, however efficient a strong tie seems to be, there are some drawbacks as well. It is thus 
more costly to maintain a strong tie. Furthermore, depending on the objectives followed by 
the tie members, we observed that either strong or weak ties could be more appropriated 
(Boorman 1975). So there is a need for any organization member to keep an adequate balance 
between strong and weak ties in order to fulfil any possible request. 
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Apart from the ties’ strength, we should not forget that social connections among companies 
can also be considered as channels. As a consequence, they can imperfectly transfer 
knowledge between people, thus allowing spillovers. On the contrary, closed conduits prevent 
a party external to the link to access the knowledge transferred. (Owen-Smith et al 2004) This 
duality tie/channel brings new perspectives that any scholars studying social network have to 
take into account. 
To conclude, any social network is made of ties and nodes. Managers also have to deal with 
an informal network which is often different from the official one.  Moreover, these ties have 
various characteristics, the most important of them being their strength. Yet, even if we 
presented the social networks because of their apparent link with knowledge sharing, we still 
have not explained why. 
Social network, knowledge characteristics and knowledge sharing 
Hansen (1999) brought forth the best way to connect them. Indeed, as recognized a search 
stage and a transfer stage in the knowledge sharing process, he identifies problems and 
benefits related to these two phases depending on the ties’ strength (See figure E). 
Moreover, working on the knowledge shared across organization subunits, Hansen notices as 
well that weak or strong ties between operating units could not explain by themselves if a 
transfer was difficult or not. It also depended on the characteristics of the knowledge 
transferred. For instance, strong ties are more efficient when transferring complex knowledge 
whereas the transfer of not complex knowledge will take less time with weak ties. 
Furthermore, Hansen establishes that the redundancy of contacts, due to the weak ties, has no 
effect on the transfer. 
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Figure E: Search and transfer effects associated with four combinations of 
knowledge complexity and tie strength (Source: Adapted from Hansen 1999) 
To sum up the appendixes C.4 and C.5, knowledge reuse processes can be presented as the 
stages through which stored knowledge becomes useful to someone else. The main actors of 
these reuse processes are, according to the communication theory, the following: the 
knowledge seeker, the knowledge holder and the sharing mechanisms. Besides, knowledge 
reuse studies introduce the social network theories. A social network can be presented as a 
structure of nodes and ties whose characteristics have a strong incidence on the sharing 
processes’ outcomes. To conclude, the description of the many sharing processes developed 
by scholars reveals a clear parting between processes related to the search for knowledge and 
those dealing with the ensuing transfer of knowledge between the holder and the seeker 
